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~[ental control and social interaction have profound ef-
fects on each other, and this interpla~' deserves careful

ps~-chological inquiry.
This chapter explores research and theory on ment:.u

control in sections that dr:.lw broadl~"on these three top-
ics-ment:.u control strategies, consequences, :.md mo-
ti ves. ill "the first section, the nature of ment:.u control is
the pi\'otal concern. \\;e examine theories of the mech:'l-
nisms of mind th:'lt support the operation of this ke~- func-
tion \vith a \iew toward underst:.mdii1g the strategies of.
control. A second section features the interpl:'l~' bet\veen
ment~1 c0l1troi and its most frequent t:'lrget-emotion.
Here. we consider how and with what effect people man-
age their emotion:.u states bv controlling" their tnOllghts
a;)d experiences, and\\-e expl~re some undesired b~--p~od-
ucts and consequences of mental control. The third sec~
tion of the ch:'lpter focuses on several explicit points of
('ontact bet\veen mental control and social inter:'1ction. \\'e
re\ie\\- inst:.mces in \\'hich people attempt to control their
minds forsoci:.ll Pllfl)oses. :.\nd in \vhich the soci:.tl moti\"a-
tion of ment.u control is therefore note\\orth~-.

M ental control is the influence \ve exercise over our
O\\'n minds. We use mental control whene\-er \ve

alter our thollghts, emotions. moti\-es. or other mental
states in accord with priorities represented in our con-
scious thoughts. Most l>eople hLlve preferred states of
mind. The~' would rather be happy than sad. serene than
anxious. focused than scatterbrained. or amiable thLm
angr~'. And even if they don't find some mental stLltes gen-
erall~' vLuuable. they often have preferences shaped b~-
time and circumstance-to sleep when tired in bed. to
overcome egotism in settings that demLmd humilit~.,
to avoid prejudice when this isunto\\'ard. and so on. Quite
simpl~'.people would often like to achie\-e mental states in
accord with their own preferences insteLld of hLl\.in~ these
things intrude on their minds rLmdoml~-. inappropriatel~-.
or otherwise bevond their control.

~lental cont;ol is of importLmce to social ps~.cholog~.
for at least three reasons. First, people regularl~. enter
into sociLJrelations and perform soc:ial behLl\-iors in ordt'r
to produce IllentLu control-thl're are ,tratt',!!ie.., ()f men-
tal control that are soci~J. SOIneone might go to Ll part~- LlS
a distraction from a f~lilure at work. for example. or might
avoid a person who serves as a reminder of some unhLlpp~.
thought. A secondreLlson that mentLu control is importLmt
in sociLU psy'chology is that there are \va~.s in whic:h such
control Lufects soci,J life-there are collseql/ellce.~ of
mental control that are soci,u, \\'hen a person becomes so
involved in trying to control thoughts of a secret crush on
someone, for example, that the secret de\-olves into an
obsession. the seemingl". innocent act of mental control
accumulates unwanted and potentiall~. destructive social
consequences. A third point of contact between mental
control and social ps~'chology is that people often engLlge
in mental control for soci,u reasons-there are motil-(,.~
for mental control th,lt ,ue social. The~' ma~. suppress a
thought because it is sociall~. in,lppropriate. for instance,
or express an emotion because it fits the soci,u situation.

THE i\"ATl"RE OF )IE~TAL COi\"TROL

The idea that we can and do control our minds is a m.\tter
of perpetu,u controvers~'.in philosoph~' .md ps~'cholog~'.
~lel1t.u control is one of those h\rgel,- inside-the-head
activities that requires considerabie circumstantial
corroboration to satisf, scientific scrutin, (\\'~ner &" "::-
Pennebaker. 1993a)0 E,oen viewed,\"ith a health", dose of
skepticism, howe,oer, current theor~' and evidence sug-
gest that the concept of mental control is mature enough
to ser,'e as a useful basis for understanding a number of
personal and social phenomem\ (\ \ "egner. 1989: \ \ -egner &
Pennebaker. 199:3b: \\"egner & Schneider, 19.'>9). In
this section. we examine the conce-ptual underpinnings of
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mental control. anal~'Zing the idea b~. assessing in turn
common beliefs .\bout it. its pl.\ce in a general theor~.. of
mind. its interrelation with concepts of consciousness
and intention. and the categories of mental control th.lt
,lre most commonly distinguished.

this is true in daily life. Most people have effective mental
control o"er such basics as sleep versus ,vaking and atten-
tion versus dis,lttention. for example, and they may be able
to influence their levels of such things as happiness, anger,
,1rous,u, or dislike with some regtuaritvas well. The belief
in mental control probabl~' also ~rises. however, from some
of the s,lme sources that promote overconfidence in the
mind in general. Just as people adhere to hopes of ESP or
mental breast enlargement, they grasp the idea of mental
control and hold it dear. It would be nice if we could con-
trol our minds, so we continue to wish for this.

The mental control with which we are concerned in this
chapter is the real thing, not the wished-for variety. This
analysis is not focused on perceived control or desired
control. Although literature exists on these variables (e.g.,
Bandur,l. 19ii; Langer. 19i.5; Rotter, 1966; Taylor &
Brown, 1988), and there are interesting interactions be-
tween real control and illusions about it or desires for it
(Fiske & Emery, 1993), our interest concentrates primar-
ilyon understanding how real control functions. Given the
apparent attractiveness of the idea of control, however, it
may sometimes be a scientific challenge to pare a,va~' the
wished-for control from ,vhatever core of real mental con-
trol mav be found at the center.

In tile pursuit of an understanding of actual mental con-
trol, we should also mention that the studv of such control
is not helped very much by a simple ascription of causal
agenc~' to the person. At the extreme, the belief in mental
control often translates into a SOit of m,'stical attribution
of control to people (Wegner & Vallache'r, 198i), so to end
up with homunculus theories that stop their ,illal~'sis when
they reach some version of a centr,u decider or controller.
We' find that a basic model of ment,u control can be con-
structed without including such a free agent in the ,vorks.
Although the classical conundrum of determinism versus
free will suffuses ,illV discussion of the control of mind
(Dennett. 1984), our'analvsis comes do,vn entirely on the
side of a deterministic mo"del. \\Tithout sanctioning the de-
tails of their formulations. ,,'e suspect that comn;entators
such as B,ugh (1990). Libet (198,5), and \elm,ills (1991)
are on the ri~ht track in attl'mptin~ to trace processes of
conscious control to ment,u mech,illisms that ,ue them-
sel'-es fullv predictable-and not necess,uilv conscious.

Beliefs about the l\Ilind

The title ch.uacter of the classic horror film Carrie ex-
plained her unique .lbilit}. this \vay: "If I concentrate h.ud
enough, I can move things." Most people \vouldagree th.\t
her mental feats in this case \vere cinematic fiction (e.g.,
\vrecking the high school gym \vith a stern grimace when
the prom \vasnt going her way), but a remarkabl}' large
segment of the population claims to believe in noncine-
matic Powers of mind that are almost as astonishina'. A~
poll by Gallup and Ne\vport (1991) found that 49C7c of
Americans believe in some form of ESP and 25% accept
the less spooky but similarly arguable notion that mental
effort may be all that is required to overcome severe
health problems.

Belief in the power of mind over bod~' and health has
arisen often in popular medicine and religion. surfacing
through spokespersons such as w[ar~" Baker Edd~.., :\"or-
man Vincent Peale. and Nornlan Cousins. The idea that a
scientific .1pproach to medicine should be jettisoned
in favor of a "mind cure" seems perennial \~[e~'er, 1988).
Contempor.u~' expressions of this belief include, for ex-
ample, a 869.9.'5 series of audiotapes on ":\"atural Breast
Enl.ugement" offered bv Sublime Soft\vare of Glendora.
Califi;rni.l. Part of.\ 12:week program th.\t "uses h~.pno-
sis ..md creati\'e visualization to stimulate bre.\st a'ro\vth...~
the tape intones: "Focus ~"our attention on m~' \vords. lour
bre.1sts become \vh.1tever thev are \villed to be. Iou are
the authorit\. o\.er VOtU breasts. You can do it. You are a
winner. ...i'our breasts grow like ripening fruit. The~-'re
warm and the\.'re (Jrowina'....~ ,~

Crackpots ..md fringe cheerleaders for the potenc~' of
mind .ue attended by band\\'agons of self-help \vriters \vho
tOllt more \videl~- and persu.\si\'el~' the effecti\'eness of
.m q>tililistic .lpproach to u.lil~- tasks of \\1>rk. lo\-e. anu
life. \'ersions of ".lffirnl.1tion," "ima~in.1tion." or "self-
h~-pnosis"-epitomized. for ex.m1ple, b~- the .\utosugges-
tion ther.lpies of Emile Coue (1917: see also B.ludouin.
1921: Paulhus, 1993)-penneate our beliefs about our
minds, raising the "I think I can" ma.'\im of the Littll.'
Engine That COllid to the level of a cultural anthem. In
..U1~. good-sized libr.u~', literall~' dozens of books c.m be
found on \\i I Ipower. concentr.1tion. the education of the
will, and the control of life's fortunes bv mental me.ms
(Starker, 1988). Scientific ps~'chologists'ha\'e not shied
aw.l}' from this theme, offering .1 variet~. of their 0\\11 in-
sights on the effecti\'e use of mind (see. e.g., Langer.1989: Seligman, 1990). ~ -

All this belief in the sheer power of mind promotes the
con\-iction that the mind c.m .uso control itself. After all,
if the mind has the po\ver to influence beha\ior and
events, it m..lkes sense that it can be bent to\vard self-
change as \vell. And indeed. it does seem to \vork. People
accept without skepticism man~' claimsth.lt the~' can con-
trol their o\vn ment.u st.ltes probabl~' bec.1use in some part

Hi~tol"ical ~otes

The attempt to understand the self-control of mind and
emotion has important precursors in the histor~. of ps:v.-
cholog~o. Kl.11lsner (196.3) .md Schneider (199:3) both
trace concerns about ment.u control to the ancients. so it
is no surprise that issues rele\Oant to mental control ap-
pear in multiple modern schools of thought, \V"egner and
Pennebaker (1993a) suggest th~t the concept of mental
control has been represented primaril~. in literature on
effortfrll attentum, psychological defen.\'e, o\'elf-regulation
and .\'elf-contrvl. .md coping It.'ith .\'tre.\'.\'.

The notion th.it people can attend or disattend to a
stimulus through effort is p.lrt of man~o e.ul~. theories of
mind, but it W.1S particul.irl~' \\'ell expressed by \\!illiam
James (1890). He elevated the notion of the "effort of
.lttention to a central place in ps~'chological theor~. and
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The history of the study of mental control, brings to-
gether lines of thought from several strains of ps~'chologi-
cal thinking. Despite the differences mentioned in this
overvie\v, these traditional approaches have strong com-
mon themes. They all present variations on the idea that
people may attempt to control their own mental contents,
and that they do so for a variety of reasons. These basic
ideas can be abstracted in a simple model that represents
the core elements involved in the exercise of mental con-
trol. We turn to this model next.

Mind and Mental Control

What sort of mental mechanism allows the mind to control
itself? Any conceptualization of this mechanism must ac-
count for two different sorts of processes that must occur in
mental control. First, there must be a process that desig-
nates the direction to\vard \vhich the control \vill move the
mind. This is a matter of finding and maintaining a goal, a
desired mental state, and can be characterized as a mental
state .~election process. State selection occurs \vhen the per-
son elects to try to be less nervous before an audience, for
example, as opposed to trying to be more nervous, trying to
get angry, trying to go to sleep, trying to get confused, or
any of an array of less expedient alternatives. The second
process necessary for mental control involves the active
implementation of the goal, the attempt to achieve the se-
lected state. When the person attempts to overcome the
nervousness by imagining that the audience is itself sitting
there naked and embarrassed, for example, there may be an
intended movement toward the desired state (Hoff, 1988).
Nervousness may abate in the face of this heartening image.
This is the 111ental control proces.~ itself. It is useful to ex-
amine each of these processes separatel~..

argued that the ability to influence one's own attentional
state is the central phenomenon of will. Attending toward
or away from mental contents, in this vie\\', is the basic ex-
ercise 'of mental control, and the sign that such control is
happening is that this takes effort to do. This approach to
mental control is now active in the burgeoning study of
controlled and automatic cognitive processes (e.g., Bargh.
1984, 1989; Gilbert, 1993; Hasher & Zacks, 1979; Jonides,
Naveh-Benjamin, & Palmer. 1985; Kahneman & Treisman.
1984; Logan, 1979, 1988; Neumann. 1984: Norman &
Shall ice. 1986; Posner & Snyder, 1975; Shiffrin & Schnei-
der, 197i; Stelmach & Hughes, 1985).

A contrasting view of mental control-as psychological
defense--comes from the psychoanalytic literature. The
notion of mental control as something a person has to do
to avoid unwanted emotions or unacceptable ideas fol-
lows directly from Freud's notion that repression and
other defensive processes arise to influence the contents
of consciousness (e.g., 1915/195i). This approach re-
minds us that we may control our minds not on whim. but
because we have strong reasons compelling us to do so,
and moreover, that we may even exert control without
being aware we are doing 'so. The contemporary litera-
tures on repression (e.g., Erdelyi. 1993) and the defense
mechanisms (e.g., Horowitz, 1988; Vaillant, 1986) carry
this theme forward, and the current controversies about
the volatility of memory (e.g., Loftus. 1993) highlight
this focus.

A third relevant precursor to the concept of mental
control is the literature on self-regulation and self-
control. Beginning with control theories developed in the
context of engineering (Wiener, 1948), psychologists
have found it highly useful to examine the mechanisms
necessary for producing control in human action (Carver
& Scheier, 1981; Miller. Galanter. & Pribram. 1960;
Powers. 1973; Vallacher & Wegner, 1985). Controlling a
mind is a related problem, as it shares some of the basic
elements of controlling, say, a steam engine or a smart
bomb, and this observation allows a variety of insights.
Self-control is a topic of interest in its o\\'n right in clini-
cal psychology, and a notable literature on self-
management techniques in the control of addiction.
depression. an.xiety, and other disorders contributes to
this perspective (e.g., Baumeister, Heatherton. & Tice.
1994; Mahoney & Thoresen, 1974). The developmental
paths leading to successful self-control in adults have
been explored by Mischel {e.g., ~Iischel, Shoda, &
Rodriguez, 1989), and these advances contribute to the
study of mental control as well.

Finally, the literature on coping strategies has rele-
vance for mental control. The idea that people might em-
ploy psychological techniques for coping \vith stress (e.g.,
Lazarus. 1990, 1991) adds to these prior literatures b~' em-
phasizing the differential choice of strategies for dealing
with one's own mental states. This perspecti\'e expands
the study of mental control to inG.!ude those people \vho
have been traumatized or other\vise stressed. and emph.l-
sizes the possibility that different approaches to coping
\vith a state of mind can have different consequences for
mental and physical health (e.g., Pennebaker. 1989, 1990.
1995: Tait & Silver, 1989).

j1-fental State Selection Process

People can envision states of mind that the~' would prefer
over the ones they currentl~' are experiencing, or the ones
the~' expect to experience in a future situation, This re-
quires the abilit~. to conceptualize or imagine states of
one's own mind, and this abilit~. probabl~.. is acquired with
cognitive development. What is needed is a representa-
tional model of mind (Gopnik. 1993)-the realization that
minds can represent realit~' in ways that depart from real-
ity. Children at the age of 3 may not ha\.e this ability, as
they may not be able to comprehend the possibility that
they previously believed something other than what the~.
currently believe or are perceiving in realit~. to be the
case. They might report, for example. after discovering
that a candy box contained pencils, that the~' had al\va~'s
kno\vn it contained pencils and never had held the mis-
taken belief that it held candv. By the age of 4 or .5, ho\v-
ever, children become cap~ble. of u(.derstanding that
desires, beliefs, or feelings may change and be changed-
and so can note that thev used to think the box had candv
in it. Thev realize, as do.adults, that the mind is not al\va\;s
a faithfui'copy of reality but a representational s~.stem tl{at
can be influenced independently of \vhat is real.

\\'ith the representation of mental states comes the ca-
pacity to have preferences about them. In the face of an
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\\e ma;,-' be relatively unconcerned about controlling our
anger when we are sitting alone in our rooms, for exam-
pie. even to the extent that we seek out thoughts of what
has made us angry and ruminate on these thoughts in de-
licious detail, We may revile the boss in our minds, re-
hearsing each affront to our dignity suffered as a result
of the boss's brainless Napoleonic excesses, Yet in the
presence of that despicable creature, we hope dearl;,-' to
squelch the anger and, if we don't grovel at the boss's
feet, we at least desire to recede anonvmouslv into the
background of our workplace. Social situations provide
powerful instigations toward the selection of mental
states, and these tend to function quite automatically and
reflexivel~' (cf, Bargh, 1990; Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994).
On the da~' we have lost track of the boss and are quietly
fulminating about the latest infraction, onlv to have the
boss appear glowering over our shoulder, the impulse to
cool down and regain composure hits suddenly and with
a force that reveals little conscious deliberation,

The disposition/situation dichotomy is useful for cate-
gorizing many state selection mechanisms. but this broad
distinction o\'ersimplifies the ways in which we select
mental states to control. Repeated exposure to situations,
for example, may translate over time into apparent dispo-
sitional effects, The person who has chosen a life as .\
cleric m.1;'-' not have the initi.u disposition to avoid mental
states connected with sexual arousal, for instance, but may
find th.lt this state selection process is so \\'idely required
that it becomes habitual, Evangelist Billv Graham. com-
menting on his colle.1gues Jim B~kker andJimm~. Swaggart
who fell to sexu.u excesses, said. "[ learned, , , that [
would be tempted in those are.1s. So [ ne\'er rode in a c.u
\vith .1 \voman .uone. I never h.1\'e eaten a meal with mv
secretarv .uone or ridden in .1 car with her alone. If \ve sit
in here and [ dictate something to her, the door is open.
And just little things like that. th.lt people \,"ould think are
so silly, but it W.1S ingrained in me in those earlv \-e.us"
(Aikn{an, 1990, p. 14t The person who spends .1 "lifetime
responding to the requirements of.1 role b~- setting aside
thoughts of sex may find that this pr.1ctice becomes a
le.lrued dispositi0l1-

There ma~. also be state selection pressures that arise
in the interaction of person and situation. An indi\-idu.u
who h.1s suffered .1 traum.ltic experience may, for in-
st.mce, tr~- to avoid thoughts of that traum.1-particularl~-
when situational factors ~ield especiall~- strong reminders
of the experience, Similarly, a person who sometimes has
h.ld trouble sleeping ma~' be especiall~" moti\-.lted to get
to sleep just when the situation conspires to make it dif-
ficult, The night before an upcoming stressful event ma~"
not just involve the stress, then, but m.1~" also increase the
person's motivation to get to sleep in the face of the
stressor -

At a generalleyel, these personal. situational. .md inter-
actional \"ariations in st.lte selection follow from the
recognition that people have representations of potential
st.ltes of mind, These representations become goal,s for the
mind as the result of an .ura;,-- of linkages each person
forms between the set of potential st.ltes .u1d the set of
im.lgined future circumstances. Knowing th.lt one is going
to encounter a certain circumstance in .1 fe\v moments is

objectively painful stimulus, for example, the person who
c.m represent mental states may now be able to wish not to
feel the pain-rather than merely wish that the painful
stimulus would go away. No doubt, howe\.er, there are im-
portant v.\ri.1tions in the disconnection that can be
achieved between the conceptions of ment.\l states and the
stimulus circumstances that normallv induce them. Some
states have commonly used names and appear to be under-
standable independent of their stimulus conditions. \\'e all
seem to know, for example, the names of se\.eral moods
and states of mind such as sadness, worr\.. concentration.
sleep, fear, or happiness. The complicated and temporall~.
variable mental state brought on by reading The Brother,y
Karanw:;ov, on the other hand, has no easil\. communica-
ble label other than the mention of the book itself, and it is
difficult to envision any conditions that could bring on this
state or succession of states other than another reading. To
the degree that mental states are easil~' represented in
ways that allow them to slip free of specific instigating
conditions, \\'e can begin to exercise preferences for or
against the\n that are not si\nply reducible to preferences
for environments or objects.

At present, there is no handy CenS\IS of controllable
mental states. Academic ps~'cholog~' pro\ides us \\ith lots
of names for mental states that seem to be likely candi-
dates for control, at least in that these states have'consen-
suallabels. There are the basic emotions (e.g., fear, anger.
happiness, sadness, surprise, disgust), e\.aluati,e or .\ffec-
ti,e states (e.g.. liking, love, hate), ph~.siologic.\Il~' based
motives (e.g., hunger, thirst, sex\lal desire). basic bodil~.
states (e.g., sleep ,s. wakefulness. arous.\l ,s. rest). .\nd
cognitive states (e.g.. concentration. suppression. belief.
disbelief). just to start. This listing onl~. begins to capture
the general mental st.\tes th.\t might be selected for con-
trol, .\S there are no doubt specific versions of these th.\t
could expand the list (perh.\ps be~.ond an~. utilit~.). .\1-
though the states of hate or collcentratiol' can be named in
thes~ abstr.\ct tern1S, for example. the:-. are directed or in-
tention.\l states in that they usually have an object. .\ per-
son "h.\tes" spinach or .'concentr.\tes" on a dull histor~.
book. Thus. \,hile mental control refers to mental states b,
their general labels, it is still the case that the states se-
lected for control in an~. instance t~'picall~. ma~. ha\.e far
more specific referents.

Although state selection sometimes appears to be delib-
erate and conscious (e.g., "\\'ould I rather be hungr~. and
feel good about m~' diet or full and depressed abO\lt m~.
\,eight:J"), it is prob.\bl~' more .\ccurate to ascribe ,aria-
tions in selected states to the infhlence of nondeliber.\te.
unconscious. and .1utom.\tic processes. Among these are
chronic tendencies to select mental states that take the
fornl of stable personality dispositions. For example. some
people are t~'picall~. afraid to experience anxiet~. (Reiss.
Peterson, Gurskv, & ~lcNall\', 1986). and others are
chronicall~' inclined to desire 'happ~. thoughts and a\'oid
sad ones (\\egner & Zanakos. 1994). Such dispositions to-
\vard anxiet~.-sensitivit~. and depression sensiti\it~. incline
people to\vard p.\rticul.\r state selections .\cross a ,ariet~.
of situ.\tions and o\.er time.

State selection may be more apt I.'. portra~.ed in man~.
cases, howe\.er, as an automatic response to situations.
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enough to suggest to a particular person that a certain set
of mental states should be controlled. State selection
processes create a prioritization of mental st.\tes for an~'
person in a situation. such th.lt the person will be oriented
toward creating the ment.u state that is preferred in that
situation b~; the person.

Much of what is currentlv kno\\'n or theorized about
state selection processes tak~s the form of a fe\v basic h~'-
potheses about the mental st.\tes people prefer. One broad
hypothesis is that people gener.ul~' prefer pleasant st.\tes
of mind to unpleasant ones (e.g.. Clark & Isen, 1982). Al-
though this leaves the issue of what is pleasant or unpleas-
ant open for analysis. this general hedonic rule for state
selection serves as a useful first step in the prediction of
mental control preferences. A second general principle for
state selection is a propriety rule. the idea that certain
mental states are more proper or correct in vie\v of social
or moral pressures (e.g., Hochschild, 1983; Wegner &
Erber. 1993). A third broad suggestion regarding state se-
lection is a utility role. the proposition that people adopt
or prefer those mental states that ,viII be instrumental in
achieving other desired goals (e.g., Parrott. 1993; Smith.
1992). This set is not exhaustive. as other rules could be
described th.\t pro\ide over.\rching themes in state selec-
tion. ~(ental control mav serve a variet\. of moti\'es in
everyday life. and the de~ires for pleasure: social appro\'a\.
and competence are just a fe\v.

j}fental Control Process

Given that a p.lrticul.u mental state has been selected for
control. there is now the question of ho\\' the control is ex-
erted. It is useful to begin to ans\ver this question b~. re-
\ie\\'ing \vh.lt is known .lbout ho\\' an~. sort of control
transpires. The analysis of control, as it originated in c~.ber-
netics (\Viener. 1948), is based on the notion that control
entails at least two processes-a process that does some-
thing and a process that checks to see if something \\"as
done. To control the behavior of an unrulv child \\'ho is
loosed in a room full of souvenir commeinorati\.e EI\is
plates. for ex.lmple. one \\'ollld first \V.lnt to do somethin\! to
keep the child from breaking the plates (assuming that this
is .\ good ide.\). Some parents, for example. might feed the
child cand~' at a high rate. Just as import.mt. ho\\'ever. the
p.\rents \vould also attend constantl~' to the effecti\.eness of
this plo~;. A moment of reverie could spell disaster for the
Presley leg.\cy. Control implies both influence and an
a\vareness of th.u influence"s effect-an operating process
and a monitoring process. ,

The human exercise of behavioral self-control has been
described in terms of systems that include both operat-
ing and monitoring processes (e.g.. ~liller, Galanter, &
Pribr.\m. 1960; Po\vers, 1973). So, for instance. the inten-
tion to stop smoking might be deplo~.ed through an oper-
ating process that includes se\;eral strategies-not bu~ing
cigarettes. chewing gum instead, getting exercise, telling
people about the pial) to quit, thinking about other things
when the desire .\rises, or the like. These operations
would be accompanied b~" a monitoring process, a height-
ened a\vareness of smoking behavior or thoughts of smok-
ing, that would aid in assessing \\'hether the intended

control was successful or not. Miller, Galanter. and Pri-
bram (1960) suggested th~lt the operating and monitoring
processes might occur cyclicall~' in a s~'stem the~' called a
TOTE (test-operate-test-exit) unit.

Onlv recently has theoretical attention turned toward
the interplay ~f operating and monit~ring processes in
mental control. Drawing on Miller, Galanter, and Pribram
(1960), Uleman (1989) suggested that certain mental
states might be controlled through TOTE units. Wegner
(1992) proposed th~lt thought suppression in particular
could be understood through the interplay of an operating
and a monitoring process. This realization has been elabo-
rated by Wegner (1994) in terms of a theory of ironic
proce.~.~es if mental control.

This theory holds that normal and successful mental
control occurs through two processes that work together
to promote the intentional control of mental states. These
include an intentional operating process that searches for
the mental contents that will yield the desired state, and
an ironic monitoring process that searches for mental con-
tents that signal the failure to achieve the desired state.
Both processes increase the cognitive accessibility (Hig-
gins, 1989) of the mental contents for which they are
searching. So, \vhen a person is tr~'ing to be happ~', the op-
erating process searches for mental contents pertinent to
happiness, whereas the monitoring process searches for
mental contents that indicate that happiness has not been
achieved. Although the operating process is effortful. con-
sciously' guided. and rel~ltively proficient, the monitoring
process is usu~ul~! unconscious. less demanding of mental
effort. and thus less proficient.

The t\VO processes produce mental control b~' interact-
ing o\'er time. The operating process dominates the moni-
toring process as a rule. and it thus creates the desired
change b~' filling the mind \vith thoughts and sensations
that are relev~mt to the desired sttlte. The monitoring pro-
cess, in the meantime, searches surreptitiousl~' for mental
contents that indicate when control is needed, and so reg-
ulates whether or not the operating process will be initi-
ated at an~' given time. If the monitor finds preconscious
i11dications of cOlltrol ftlilure. it reinitiates the operating
process. BeCtlUSe the monitor sta~.s \"atchful of lapses in
control. however, it keeps the mind sensitive to the mental
collditions indic~lting the failure of intentional mental con-
trol. Therefore, \vhen mental capacit~. is undernlined and
the effortful operating process is limited. the more subtle
sensitivit~. supplied by the monitor Ctm ironicall~' create
the mental state thtlt corresponds to control failure. Under
mental load. in other words. intentions to control the mind
unleash a monitoring s~'stem that not onl~' searches for the
failure of mental control but then tends itself to create
that failure.

In one sense, this approach can be understood as an
elaboration of the study of behavior-monitoring effects ini-
tiated in research on self-regulation. The general finding in
this area is th~lt monitoring of a beha\ior or state increases
the likelihood of occurrence of that behavior or state. In
research b~' ~(cFall (19;0). for example. subjects monitor-
ing their smoking behavior increased the frequency of
smoking o\'er time \vhereas those monitoring failures to
smoke decreased the frequenc~' of smoking over time.
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and the cognitive accessibility of e\'er~.thing th..1t is not
the words will thus be heightened. B~' this reasoning. the
mind wanders during concentration not because of some
random process or weakness of will that simpl~' leads you
to attend less effectivelv, but rather because the monitor-
ing of concentration failure makes that i'ailure ironically
inevitable (see Wegner, in press).

These and other ironic effects illustrate the usefulness of
exploring both the operating processes and their accompa-
n~,.ing monitoring processes in the study of mental control.
Intended effects accrue from the strategies people use to
exert contrql. but counterintentional effects also surface as
a result of the more surreptitious processes that arise to
monitor the effectiveness of these strategies. Although
mental control seems to start out as a highlv conscious and
transparent exercise. it quickly breeds ~ndnconscious and
sometimes surprising mental consequences. The interplay
of consciousness and mental control is our next topic.

\\'hen subjects are activel}' engaged in self-control, the ef-
fects of pure monitoring are not necessaril~- expected or
found. For subjects trying to quit smoking. for example,
conscious monitoring takes on new overtones that can cre-
ate quite different effects (Kirschenbaum & Tomarken,
1982).

The ironic process theory suggests that a background
process of monitoring of preconscious contents is insti-
gated whenever the person intends to influence his or her
own mental state, and th.\t this process normall~. acts
against the operating processes initiated to produce that
state. The theory adds the provision, too. that the moni-
toring process is more robust in the face of distractions or
stress than the operating process, and that for this reason
monitoring creates its ironies primaril~' when cogniti,-e
loads arise. After all, if the monitoring process were in-
deed as powerful as the operating process. it would regu-
larly overwhelm all attempts at mental control with
extreme accessing of counter intentional thoughts and sen-
sations, Of course, when certain of our attempts to be
charming in a social situation create a series of gaffes, it
may well seem that mental control is entirel}' perverse in
this sense. Thankfully, however, the operating process
typically "works" in m.my instances of mental control and
thereby overpowers the ironic effects of monitoring.

There exist several lines of evidence that the ironic
process theory is a useful way to conceptualize mental
control, Studies of the instructed control of a variet,- of
mental st.\tes indicate th.\t when people are able to ~on-
trol a mental state at will, the imposition of a mentallo.\d
during control not onl)' undermines their control but
ty'picall}' creates ironic reversals of control (\\'egner,
1994), So, for example, intended thought suppression
under load creates exaggerated cogniti,-e accessibilit~- of
the suppressed thought (Wegner & Erber. 1992) as ,veil
as exaggerated psy.choph)-.siological reactivit~. to the sup-
pressed thought (Wegner, Shortt, Blake. & Page. 1990);
intended mood control under load leads to greater acces-
sibility of mood-relevant thoughts and self-reports con-
sistent \vith .1 mood opposite the olle illtellded \\\egller.
Erber. & Z.m.1kos, 199:3); intended rel.lx:.1ti0l1 under IO.ld
promotes arous.u as indexed b~' skin collductance le'.el
(SCL: Wegner, Broome, & Blumberg. 1993): intellded
sleep under load produces w.\kefulness ,\\"egner. Ans-
field, & Bowser, 199:3); intellded immobiliz:.\tion of a
handheld pendulum under lo.\d produces movements in
the counterintention.u direction (Ansfield & \\'egner.
1996); intended avoid.mce of sexist attitudes during a
sentence-completion task under load increases sexist re-
sponding (Wegner, Erber, & Bowman, 1993).

One of the more telling ironies in,ol'.es the act of con-
centration itself. According to the theor~". )-.our attempt
to concentrate on the words in this sentence, for exam-
ple, )-.ields an operating process that increases the cogni-
ti,e accessibilitv of the words-and a monitoring
process that subtl}' enhances the accessibilit~' of e'"er~~
thing that is /lot this sentence. ~ormall~.. the oper:.\ting
process is more effective than the monitor and ~"OU
therefore succeed in concentrating. \\"hene,er distrac-
tions arise, however, the effortful operating process will
be undermined while the monitoring process will not,

Consciousness and Control

~[ental control would seem to be a process that requires a
~it of consciousness. The attempt to overcome one.s anger,
for example, seems to depend on some form of conscious
recognition of a discrepancy between the current mental
state and a desired (nonangry) state, and perhaps as \vell a
conscious resolve or intention to engage .in the pursuit of
control (cf. Tice & Baumeister. 1993). On occasion. too
the failure or success of control is also represented i~
awareness. We can smnetimes tell that the anger \velled up
despite our desire to quell it. for instance. or that it sub-
sided when we found something else to think about for a
\vhile. These glimpses of ment~l control that surfllce in
awareness have con\inced man\. commentators that con-
trol is a prim.lry function of conscjousness-the thing th.lt
.lwareness doe.so (e.g.. Baars. 1988: Johnson & Reeder, in
press: Johnson-Laird. 1983: O.ltle~.. 1988: Umilta. 1988).

Despite these observations. aW.lreness does not illumi-
n.lte the \vhole mechanism of mental control from start to
finish. There are e\.en cases that look \.er\. much like men-
tal cOlltrol th.lt seelu to l.arr\" off \\itho~lt an\" a\\"areness.
~onconscious defense mechanisms \ Erdel\.i. 1993: \ -aillant.
1986) or adaptive illusions (Ta~.lor. \\'a~.nlent. & Collins,
199:3), for example. ma~. occur without significant a\vare-
ness of the instigation or operation of the control. The h~.p-
notic control of p.lin also seems. at least on its face. to be an
effective ment.u control technique that does not in\.olve
a\\"areness in its usu.u sense (e.g.. Hilgard. 1986). A\\'are-
ness in manv of these cases wo~ld undermine control en-
tirel~.. A person cannot repress a memor~.. for example. and
continue to be aware of having done this if the repression is
to be at all effective.

\\'e belie\.e that the m.lin role of mental control is in
mediating between preconscious sensor~. and memor~. in-
puts .md their conscious representation. This mediation is
depicted schematicall~. in Figure l6.1. a block diagram of
the basic ment.\l control processes we ha\"e discussed thus
f.\r. As shown here. the mental control process in\"ol\"es .l
set of mechanisms that determine \vhich potential inputs
to consciousness will be admitted. Although items can be
entered into consciousness through autom.ltic processes
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FIGURE 16.1. A model of the mental control process

that b~'pass this menttu control mechanism. the function-
ing of this mechanism acts to screen preconscious input in
tertllS of its rele\.ance to the mental control intention,
Onlv items rele\.t\nt to the selected state-because thev
are consistent \\ith it and are SO\lght b~' the operating pro-
cess. or are inconsistent with it and are sOllght b\" the mon-
itoring process-will be brought into cons~iouslless b~. this
s\"stem., ~ow. e\"en thou,gh mental control opertues (1/1 con-

sciousness. it is tUSO the case that SOllie of its tunctions o}>-
ert\te ill consciousness. In ftlct, \ve suspect tht\t there is tlt
let\st one point in the nortllal acti\it~' of mental control tlt
which a\\'areness is required: Awt\reness t~.picall~. occurs
at the juncture between the state selection process and
the mental control process. We suspect that the state se-
lection process is responsible for producing t\ consciollS
gOtU tor the mind. .\lthough the prol."es~ of sttltt? selt?l."titm
itself-as noted earlier-is often automt\tic tll1d uncon-
scious, the product of this process is the emergence of t\
goal in consciousness. ThOllghts desirous of mental control
pop to mind: "Let me not tl~ink of th.\t!" or "I \\ish I could
sleep~ or "I hope I Ct\n stop being ner\"ous" or ~I need to
concentrate." These retuizt\tions are the conscious results
of the state selection process, .\nd are the conscious begin-
nings of the mental control process. In essence, then,
there is a conscious bridge from state selection to mentt\l
control tht\t occurs with the apprehension of the selected
state, ~Ientt\l control normally occurs \"ith t\ mOl/lent of
atcarene.S'.S'.

The menttu control process that ensues can also sur-
face in consciousness, but the rules of this emer!!ence are
complex, This i~ bect\use the operating .\nd monitoring
processes in\"ok(~d during mentt\l control each ha\'e con-
sequences for consciousness beyond their b,\sic function
of set\rching for items to press into consciousness. The
operating process itself is 1argel~' conscious, in that it in-
\"ol,.es a conscious \'oluntar,' search for thoughts and, ~

sensations consistent with the desired mental state. The
person might be quite conscious of trying to discover
s<>me happ~' thoughts in servic~ of attaining a happy
mood. [or example, or be aware of finding distracters as a
\va~- of avoiding the painful thought of- a regrettable
e\-ent- Consciollsness of the mental control operations
might expand initially to review the different possible
operating strategies (Should I try to avoid sadness by
whistling a happy tune or by imagining my enem~- falling
do\vn a well?) and then settle on the chosen one. Eventu-
all~', consciousness of the operating process could well
subside as distracting thoughts and sensations come to
mind and enter consciousness themselves. The operating
process does not remember itself in the sense that it re-
tains a sense of its own direction in awareness.

The directedness of mental control comes from the
constant influence of the monitoring process. The moni-
toring process that looks for the failure of the operating
process remains vigilant for the conscious appearance of
items inconsistent with the desired mental state. This
vigilance enhances the likelihood that such items will in-
deed appear in consciousness-so the monitor, too, has
effects that c.m enter awareness. The conscious memorv
of control provided by the monitoring process is curiou~,
however, in th.lt it focuses entirelv on the failure of con-
trol. Items that are inconsistent \vith the intended state
of mind thus pop into awareness during the exercise of
control. bidden to intrude by the ever-present monitor.
Such intrusions should onlv cease \vhen the mental con-
trol effort is terminated. That is, \vhen the state selection
process rescinds the conscious intention to engage in
ment.ll control. the monitoring process ceases its ironic

functioning-
This portra~-al of mental control sug.gests that it begins

\vith a moment of aw.lreness. and then continues to occupy
or influence awareness in various wavs. In this sense, men-
tal control becomes a major inhabitant of consciousness
whenever it is initiated. Even \vhen the operating process
succeeds in creating a desired mental state-to the point
th.lt the pers<>n enters th.lt st.lte full~. .md becomes .lb-
sorbed in it-the mOl\itor st.mds re.ld\- to reintrodu<,'e the
mental control go.ll to consciousness \\;henever it disco\"ers
.m item th.lt is ii\consistent with the desired state of mind.
A person might \vell h.I\-e used mental control successfull~.
to become c.llm in the face of a thre.ltening audience. for
example, ilnd might now be idl~- chatting \vith th~m onl~" to
ha\.e the monitoring process thrust an image of a poten-
ti.lll~. serious emb.lrrassment into mind. At this point,
mental control would once ag.un intrude on consciousness.
The operating process would be started once more and the
effort of ment.ll control \vould begin again as the person
rene\ved the conscious search for calming thoughts and
sensations-

This analysis of consciousness in the mental control pro-
cess should .lpply to a wide range of the apparentl~- volun-
tar~- .\ttempts indi\-iduals m.lke to influence th~ir minds.
Still. it f.uls to explic.lte the cases in \vhich th~re are men-
t.u control-like mech.misms that seem to escape a\vare-
ness- Such unconscious control mech.misms .lre often the
focus of clinical and popular interest because the~- seem
to involve self-deception. repression, or other forms of
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process it created could continue the task of suppressing
tr.\um.\-linked thoughts and emotions. all the while with-
out leaving the woman with .\ conscious sense of having
done this on purpose.

This sort of control forgetting could happen in a rela-
tively short span of time. The automatization of control, on
the other hand, would require considerable time and repe-
tition to produce its version of unconscious mental control.
The wom~n might experience frequent recurrent intrusive
images of her traumatic experience. for example, and each
time reject them from mind and try as well to overCOme the
emotions they prompt. The first few da~'s or nights of this
might be resoundingly ineffective, but o\'er time the mo-
ment of awareness could become a lesser and lesser part of
the mental control sequence. The operating process could
also become automatized in this e\'ent, so to lose its nor-
mally conscious representation. The return of any painful
thoughts could thus prompt habitual and unconscious func-
tioning of a mental control process that is nevertheless
quite effective (cf. Kelly & Kahn. 1994). Such automatiza-
tion could also create mental control processes that are in-
effective, bizarre. or that seem to promote inappropriate
mental states. [f occurrences of unwanted mental states can
prompt h.\bitual responses that are themselves largely inac-
cessible and immutable. these could be troublesome indeed.
Although automatization ma~' lead to the streamlining of a
process such as mental control, at the same time it may re-
duce its flexibility and adaptability (Reason, 1979).

Little research is available at this point to illuminate
these sorts of unconscious mental control. \\'e have
sketched out these scen.lrios to suggest some w.\~'s in \vhich
such phenomena. tr.lditionally op.\que to ps~"chologic.u in-
vestig.\tion, might be examined in terms of their link to our
model of the volunt.uy control of mind. These possibilities
strike us as exciting and \vorthy of investigation. It ma~" be
th.\t \vorking to understand unconscious mental control
processes as exceptions to a general model of conscious
mental control will allow us to uncover varieties of control,
both effecti\'e ones and ones gone awrv, that might not oth-erwise seem like forms of me'ilt.u control .\t all. '

ps~'chological blindness. Although these cases often are
open to multiple interpretations that call their veracit~.
into question (cf. Erde.\~'i. 19,1).'5. 199:3: Holmes, 197-!,
1990; Loftus. 1993: \\'egner, 1992), the\' are so interesting
and so widel~' treated i~ the popul.lr press that it is worth
thinking about how the~' might be accounted tor in the
present framework. When concentration camp survivors
forget man~' ~-ears later some of the atrocities the~' re-
ported just after their experience (\Vagenaar & Groe-
neweg, 1990). for example, or childhood sexual abuse
victims forget as adults the incidents recorded in their
hospital records (Williams, 199.5). it is tempting to won-
der \vhether a conscious mental control process might be

responsible.
There seem to be t\\,o ways in \vhich cases of mental

control might (>ccur \vithout the apparent benefit of con-
sciousness. First. there may be control forgetting; the con-
tents of the moment of a\vareness that links state selection
\vith mental control could be forgotten. Forgetting of such
contents could occur through simple disuse (Bjork &
Bjork. 1992) or perhaps through some form of (uncon-
scious) retrieval inhibition (Bjork, 1989). Second, there
ma~' occur the autolllati::ation I{ control: the moment of
awareness could be eliminated if the specific meut.u con-
trol mechanism is repeatedly pructiced and so automa-
tized. The .lutomatiz.ltion of mental processes can reduce
conscious .lccess to steps in the sequence that \vere pre\i-
ousl~' conscious (Br~'an & Harter, 1899; lastro\v. 1906:
Schmidt, 1987: \':.lll.lcher & \\egner. 198.5\.

To understand how these ins'tances of unconscious men-
t.u control might arise, it is usettll to consider an ex.unple.
Suppose th.lt a \VOlnan \vho has suffered a traumatic expe-
rieuce is later t{Jlmd to h.l\Oe IlO rec.ul of that experience
and no consciOlls emotiOllal re.lction to its mention-and
indeed. e\'en denies h.lving tried to pllt these things out of
mind. Such unconsciOlls repression is often attributed to
forces quite outside those that might be identified \\ith
conscious mental control. Ho\\'ever. given the current
model it is possible to suggest that such an e\'ent COllld
.lrise .lS a reslut of either of the two paths to lmCOI1S('UJUS
ment.u cOlltrol.

In the case of control forgetting. a fornl of unconscious
mental cOlltrol could occllrif the wOInan \vere unable to
retrieve the memor\' tr.lce of that moment of a\\.areness in
\vhich the desire t~ stop thinking .lbout the trauma oc-
curred, This does not seem to be the sort of memorv item
that \vould be torgotten through disuse. as rtlmination on
this topic \\"ould seem \'er~' likel~o. It might \\"ell be. ho\v-
e\'er. th.lt the conscious desire not to think about or expe-
rience this memory would promote retrie\-al inhibition for
the control attempt. Quite aside from an~. thought sup-
pression. ment.u control. or retrie\'.u inhibition processes
.limed at the tr.lumatic memor~' per se. there colud be spe-
cific retrie\'al inhibition targeted to\\"ard the moment of
a\V.ueness in the mental control sequence. The moment of
a\vareness produced b~' the state selectiOil process \vould
likel\' be quite p.unful in itself:-'.l realiz.ltion of the full
and .un\vanted emotion.u imp.lct of the traum.l. \Vith the
for17ettin17 of the content of this moment. the mental con-

~ ~
trol process th.lt 'V.1S set in motion ,vould still be free to
carry Ollt its task. The operating process and monitoring

Strategies of Mental Control

The wa~'s in which people attempt to g.un mental control
are highlv v.tried, Almost anv behavior .md almost an\'
I:onsci;)us' mentall:hanae could conl:ei,.abl,. be created b,.~ ..
.m oper.lting process in the pursuit of mental control. To
m.lke some sense of this potenti." complexit~-. it is impor-
t.mt to underst.md sever." distinctions among differentfom1s of mental control strateg~'. ~

,\lelltal alld Situational Strategies

~Iost of the mental control strategies \\"e ha\"e discussed
thus far are things th,lt a person could do sitting alone in a
room" From this perch, for example, a person could attempt
to focus attention on a Handbook chapter. to think of things
that induce sleep, or to gain self-confidence b)'" revie\ving
past successes. These are all strategies that are explicitl~'
mental-they can occur entirely i!1 the mind. These forms
of mental c~ntrol have been called Minternal" (Schneider,
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1993; Wegner, 1989) and appear to require mental capacity
or effort for their successful operation.

There are other strategies that also appear full~' planful
and that can have intentional effects on the mind, but that
involve the behavioral manipulation of situations as part of
the control operation. These forms of "external" (Schnei-
der, 1993) or "remote" (Wegner, 1989) control involve the
orchestration of environmental changes that increase the
likelihood that desired mental states will be achieved. So.
for instance. when someone attempts to suppress thoughts
of a past traumatic event by moving a\Va~' from the area in
which the event occurred, or perhaps b~' throwing out
items that serve as reminders of the event, mental control
occurs through the mediation of environmental manipula-
tion. Behaviors such as going alone to a quiet place to study,
finding a good position in which to sleep, or taking an alco-
holic drink to rela.'C, all fit this situation-manipulation pat-
tern, In essence, situation control modifies the sensations
to which the mind is subsequently subject and so can sup-
plant the application of mental strategies.

The t\VO forms of control mav be used in concert, and
they may also be introduced sequentiall~' in service of the
same mental goal. The person who finds a particular scene
in a horror film to be repugnant, for instance. might turn
a\vay for a moment (a situational strategy), might tr~' to
think of something else (a mental strateg~'), or might do one
and then the other. Often, kno\ving that a person has cho-
sen some situational strategy can ser\'e as an observable in-
dication that a mental strategy may be functioning as \vell
(Wegner & Pennebaker, 1 99:3a).

The great benefit of situational strategies, ho\ve\Oer, is
that the~' can often preempt the deplo~oment of a mental
strategy. The intention to exert situational control is not
the same ,1S the intention to eng,lge in mental control. and
its implementation through mental control processes "ill
differ. The intent to begin situational control-such as the
plan to move away from the site of a trauma. tor exam-
ple-produces an operating process that o\'ersees the be-
havior of moving. and.1 monitoring process that ex.lmines
,vhether there h.ls been .1 f.lilure to mo'oe. This sihlation.u
control intention does not produce operating anti monitor-
ing processes th.lt implement the intended mental control.
There is no operation formed to tr~' not to think about the
tr,luma. .1nd there is no ironic monitor formed to sta," "Oar\"
of trauma-relevant thoughts or emotions. 'Vhen ~l1ent.~1
control is given over to the environment. the intentional
imposition of control itself m.1Y well be forgotten. Because
of this. the ironic effects of mental control do not occur
with situational control. Although situational strategies for
mental control may have their 0\\'11 disad\Oantages (cf. "'eg-
ner, 1989). they .lre preferable to mental strategies for
mental control insofar as thev eliminate the inherent ironvof the mental control svstem'. .

happ~', for example, or not to be sad. According to the
ironic process theor~' ("'egner, 1994), the mental approach
and avoidance of mental states are both translated into
cognitive search strategies prior to their performance. So,
the desire to be happ~' yields operating processes aimed at
accessing happiness-relevant cognitive contents-happy
thoughts and environmental and bodily sensations associ-
ated with happiness. The desire not to be sad, then, al-
though initially phrased as an avoidance plan, is translated
for performance into a search for nonsad thougl1ts and sen-
sations, That is, avoidance strategies are reinterpreted as
approach strategies when enacted. In essence, this view
says the mind cannot avoid a mental state by attempting to
do just that. Rather, it accomplishes avoidance by ap-
proaching mental contents inconsistent with the unwanted
state. Because mental states presumably obviate one an-
other, the avoidance of a state is actually accomplished by
the achievement of any other state.

The distinction between approach and avoidance
strategies can be understood, in this light, as a difference
in the framing of the se'.lrch plan (cf. Rugg, 1941; Tver-
sky & Kahneman, 1981). Approach searches are framed
in terms oft-he desired state. Thus, during concentration
the operating process tries to approach the item on
which the person desires to concentrate and the monitor-
ing process tries to approach any items that are not the
target item. Avoidance searches are framed in terms of
theL undesired state. During thought suppression, for in-
stance, the operating process tries to approach items that
.\re not the target item, whereas the monitoring process
tries to approach the target item.

These framing issues become particularly noteworth~'
when mental states can be fr.\med in seemingl~. p.lr.ulel
approach and avoidance terms. It \vould seem equivalent
to S.l~. that .\ person \vho desires to be relaxed, for example,
desires not to be anxious. But these framings differ subtl~.
in their implications for the search processes that will be
implemented in ment.u control. To create relaxation, the
operating process \vould seek relaxing mental contents.
and the monitorin~ process \vould seek faihlres to create
such contents. The monitored failures eould r.mge from
anxiet~.-producing contents to a \vide \.ariety of n~utral or
rel:lxation-irrelevant contents. To a\.oid anxiet\., on the
other hand, non.mxious ment.u contents would b"e needed.
This \vould require an operating process seeking both
relaxina contents and neutr.u or relaxation-irrele\.ant con-b

tents. and a monitoring process seeking onl~. anxiet~.-
relevant contents.

These differences are not so subtle \vhen it is recog-
nized that during an~. mental load, the functioning of tl~e
oper.\ting process is likely to he interrupted, thus to thrust
the search contents of the ironic monitoring process into
consciousness. With mentallo.\d or stress, the person tr~'-
ing to relax will therefore be inclined to access both
n;nrelaxina thouahts or sensations and a \vide r.m~e of

b b ,

thouahts and sensations that are irrelevant to rel.lx.ltion.
This ~iaht le.ld to on Iv a sm.ul increase in anxiousness. In
contrast mental load or stress will lead the person \vho is
tr\ina not to be anxious specificallv to focus on Iv on anxi-
etv-r~levant thoughts and sensatio~s. This, the~, is likely
to'produce marked increments in anxiet~..

Approaclr alrd Avoidance Strategies

A distinction mllst be made between mental control strate-
gies aimed at approaching a state of mind versus those di-
rected tow.ud the avoidance of a state. This distinction is
clear at the level of the verbal identifications people offer
for their mental control acti\ities. One can desire to be
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The experimental study of these framing differences is
just beginning. \\egner, Erber, and Zanakos (199:3) ha\'e
found some e\idence for these ideas in studies of the fram-
ing of mood control. The~' found a tendenc~' for stronger
ironic effects when people were tr~'ing to suppress a state
(e.g.. don't be sad) than when people \vere trying to create
its opposite (e,g., be happy). This effect also occurs in the
direction of attention (\\regner, in press); people find it far
more difficult to suppress a thought than to concentrate on
a thought. apparently because the ironic process invol\'ed
in concentration searches for manv items (all nontargets),
whereas the ironic process in~'ol\'ed in suppression
searches for just one item (the unwanted thought), This
suggests that issues of the relative size of the search ranges
of the operating and monitoring processes may often be
important for predi<;,ting the outcome of mental control
(see Wegner, 1994),

In practice, however, the simple distinction between
approach and avoidance strategies may be quite a bit more
complicated even than this, The ironic process theory sug-
gests that under mental load, approaching any mental state
produces a process that promotes a\'oidance of that state,
And avoiding a menttU sttlte genertltes an ironic process
that approaches that state, If the approtlch and avoidance
strategies Ctm sometimes actually switch consequences in
this ironic wav, it is no wonder that commentators some-
times recom[~end thtlt people reverse or rescind mental
control to exert it more strenuouslv (Frankl, 1969; Pen-nebaker. 199:3; Shaw, 1988), '

Primar~' suppression with auxiliar~' concentration and
primar~' concentration \vith auxiliar~' suppression ha\'e the
same basic operating and monitoring processes, In each
case, the operating process searches for the concentration
target and the monitor searches for items. that are not that
target (including the suppression target). The difference
bet\veen these cases seems to be in the wav they deterio-
rate or change. In primary suppression, the point is to sup-
press, so different concentration strategies might be used if
the present one fails. If the book is not absorbing enough to
keep the persons mind off the dentist. he or she might
\vatch TV or call a friend on the phone. In primar~' concen-
tration, in turn, the point is to concentrate, so different
suppression strategies might be substituted for the current
one if it seems not to be \vorking. If avoiding thoughts of the
dentist is insufficient to promote successful concentration
on the book-as the person keeps marching off to the re-
frigerator every fe\v minutes-the next choice might be not
to think about food. Primary suppression with auxiliary
concentration decays into simple suppression; primary con-
centration \vith auxiliary suppression decays into simple
concentration.

An a\vareness of compound mental control strategies
opens up a detailed and potentially important language for
talking about ment.u cOlltrol. It is not enough to sa~', for ex-
ample, that someone is approilching some mental state or
is avoiding some mental state. We ma~' also ask hou: this is
being done-\vhether the mental control is being at-
tempted simply, or is accompanied b~' some other control
intention that is being used as a means to\vard the end of
the desired state, Tlie realization th.lt people \\'ill often
fashion specific compound ment.u control intentions-and
that these intentions can yield ver~: different operating
and monitoring processes-suggests that we must be care-
ful to examine just ho\v people represent any particular in-
st.mce of mental control to themsel\Oes.

\\'e no\v know. for example. that the simple suppression
of p.lin increases the se\"erit~.. of subsequent reports of ex-
perienced p.lin relative to distraction from pain (Cioffi &
Hollo\v.l\o. 1993)0 This .md related findings (e.go. Wegner,
Schneid~r. Knuts011. & ~lc~lahono 1991: \\'en'zl.lff. \\'eg-
ner, & Klein, 1991) inuicate that simple and compou;}d
mental control strategies can ha\'e predictabl~' different
influences. not onl\' during the exercise of ment.u controlbut also afterward,' ~

Simple and Compound Strategies

Mental control intentions often .1re linked. For example,
inste.1d of just trying not to think of a ,,'hite bear. a person
might tr}. to stop thinking of a white bear b~. thinking Of.1
red \'olksw.1~en (\".egner. Schneider, Carter, & \\'hite,
1987). The joining of two simple mental control acti,.ities
into a compound mental control strateg~' produces a hy-
brid of sorts that behaves in speci.u "'a~.s.

In an initial .m.u~'si$ of this point. \\'egner and S(.hneider
( 19~9) Je$(.ribed the compound $trategies th.lt occur "hen
a person links concentration on one item ',ith suppression
of .mother. They suggested that the attempt to suppress a
thought b~. concentratin~ on .1 p.1rticul.1r distracter-the
strateg~" most people call "distraction <Cioffi. 1993)-
should be distinguished from suppression per se. \\egner
and Schneider proposed th.1t this case might be labeled
prilllary .~llppre.~.~ivn ILith au.tiliary concelztrativn because
the persons intention is to suppress b~' concentrating. \\eg-
ner and Schneider (1989) also noted a related compound
mental control intention that is complementar~' to this one.
Sometimes people suppress a thought in hopes of being
.1ble to concentrate on something else. Such prilnanj con-
centration [Lith allxiliary .,>uppre.~.~ion is the task in,esti-
gated frequently by rese.1rchers interested in selective
attention (e.g., Bjork & Landauer. 1979: Gernsbacher &
Faust. 1991; Tipper et .u., 1991). In the first case, tor ex-
ample. the person avoids thinking about an upcoming den-
tist appointment by reading a book; in the second case, he
or she might focus on reading a book b~. a,.oiding thoughts
of an upcoming dentist appointment,

I nterprelive Strategies

It is tempting to conclude from the examples of mental
control \ve have re\ie\ved to this point that mental str.\te-
gies usually involve the direction of attention to\\'ard or
a\vay from 'particular objects-t.\rgets, ideas, distr.\cters,
or the like. ;\-lental control strategies should be defined
more broadlv, ho\ve\"er, in the se~se that thev influence
\vhether or ~ot some range of experience ente~s conscious
attention. Strategies of ment.u control can involve \.arious
filters that are .~pplied to the attention process, in other
words, .md these ma~" not involve specific objects, Some-
times people control their minds by tr~ing to attend in a
particul.u way or from a certain perspecti\'e. When
this happens, mental control takes the form of a preferred
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interpretice ,set. Mental control strategies are not al\\".\~.s
the mind's equivalent of turning one's e~"es to\\"ard or a\\"a~'
from a stimulus. Thev sometimes are more like mental Ivdonning colored glass~s. .

Consider, for example, a m.m who is hospitalized for a
heart condition and is deeply worried about his health, This
is not the sort of worry that can be escaped easil~' through
suppression or even distraction, so he ma~' approach it in-
stead through a general plan to reinterpret health-relevant
thoughts and sensations. Such a plan could take man~'
forms. It might be possible, for example. to vie\v health-
related \vor!ies as helpful reminders to perform heart-
healthy behaviors from no\v on; the man could take his
symptoms and concerns as signs that he is no\v read~' to
turn over a ne\v leaf and begin eating and exercising cor-
rectly. Alternatively, he might interpret his worries as indi-
cations of what his hateful, shre\vish spouse has done to
him; he could chalk each pain or anxious thought up to her,
so to drain them of their more immediate and alarming
meaning. Another possibility-probabl~' more easily
adopted before the hospitalization-would be to view the
symptoms .lS tokens of some minor ailment. There are m.m~'
\vays in \vhich people may reach a peaceful rapprochement
\vith un\velcome mental states by finding an acceptable
meaning in them (Tait & Silver, 1989).

Many of these interpretive strategies ha\'e been docu-
mented in the clinical literature as forl11s of denial or ps~'-
chologic.u defense (e.g" Breznitz, 198:3). Others h.\ve
been celebrated as creative .1Pproaches to reframing ps~'-
chological problems (e.g" W.1tzl.\wick. "eakland, & Fisch.
197-l). It is probably most accurate to \'ie\\" interpreti\'e
str.ltegies as mental control techniques that can be used in
manv cases \vhen the direct reorientation of attention ma\'
itself be difficult. $0. for example, .uthough a child might
find it difficult to ignore the temptation of a crunch~". salt~.
pretzel in plain sight, thinking about the pretzel as .1"long,
thin brown log" helps the child to dela~" eating (~Iischel &
Baker, 1975; :"'Iischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez. 1989). Pre-
sumably, this delay in e.lting is due to a form of mental
control that occurs through interpretive tr.msiOrl11ation.

The use of interpret.1tion as a mental ('ontral strate~~"
usuall~' in\'ol\"es thinking of something ''as though" it \\"ere
somethin~ else, or ''as if it had some other identit~.. Think-
ing of a Inisfortune .1S an q)portunit~". \ie\ving the plight of
a \ictim as though it were one's own, ar thinking of a drink
of alcohol as letting down one's friends and 'famil~' can
allow the indi\idual to exercise control gt1ided b~' a specific
search criterion that does not take the form of a specific
approach or a\'oidance. In this sense, interpretive strategies
for mental control ma~' be thought of as \'arieties of the
compound strategies mentioned earlier. Their unique as-
pect seems to be the person's specific kno\\'ledge at the
point of application that the~' are someho\\' untrue or coun-
terfactual and that thev will be used to guide the mental, .~

control operating process nonetheless,

would, on their surface, appear to resemble them, One fa-
miliar set of sllch effects follows from cognitive dissonance
research (e.g., Brehm & Cohen, 1962). Tl;is \vork has sho\vn
us that chosen activities ha\'e different effects on attitudes
and other internal states than imposed activities, so \ve
must recognize that self-imposed mental controls \vill have
certain predictable effects that depart from externally im-
posed influences. For example, chosen mental states mav be
inore likelv to be attributed to the causal influence of the
self. to be'accomptmied by supportive t\ttitudes, to induce
permanent change, and to serve as the basis for action
(Wenzlaff, 1993b).

Other subtle-differences exist bet\veen mental control
strategies and the imposed circumstances that superfi-
cially resemble them. Consider, for example, the unchosen
imposition of distraction on a person who is attempting to
suppress a thought, It might seem that such a distraction
\VQuld facilitate suppression, as there is considerable evi-
dence indicating that the presence of such absorbing stim-
ulation could aid in the avoidance of un\vanted thoughts
(e.g., Mischel & Baker. 197.5; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1993).

Yet in research by "'egner and Erber (1992) and by
Wegner, Erber, and Zanakos (1993), it has been tound thtlt
the imposition of mental lotlds undennines thought sup-
pression when such sllppression is indexed by measures of
cogniti\.e acce:;sibility. In a version of the Stroop para-
digm, tor example, the cognitive accessibility of a thought
\vas .lssessed in terms of a subject's slo\vness to name the
color in \\,hich \vords relevant to that thought are printed.
Subjects in these studies who were tr~.ing not to think of
some \vord or event, and \vho were exposed to a cognitive
load in the fornl of a digit rehearsal tt\sk, sho\ved greater
tlccessibilit;.' ofthtlt word or event than subjects \vho were
tr~'ing to think of it. Such h~'pertlccessibilit~. of suppressed
thoughts does not indictlte thtlt the mentallotlds in these
stlldies were ser\.ing tiS \.er, effecti\.e distracters.

It ma~' be that \Vllen distrtlcters are specificall~' chosen
for use in mental control, thev take on functions thev do
not perform \vhen the~' are silnpl~' imposed, "'hen a pe"rson
chooses, for extlmple, to think tlOOllt tm IIpcomin~ rodeo in
the hq>e of sllppressing thollghts of tl poor ex.un s('ore in
school. the distrtlcter ma~. be usenll. "'hen that Stlme per-
son is disturbed by the OIlgoing rodeo during tll\ tlttempt to
suppress thoughts of the ext\m s('ore. the distrtlcter ma~. tlC-
tuall~' hinder suppression. It collld be that imposed mental
loads act to distract us trom our distracters. thus under-
mining mental control. Additiontll research is needed to ex-
amine whether these potential effects of mental control
choice indeed follo\v the patterns these basic observations
lead liS to expect.

MENTAL CONTROl. AND EMOTION

In the changing climate of our emotionalli\.es, \ve some-
times experiel{ce positi\.e moods that make us \vant to
linger .md sa\'or the feelings. \vhere.\s at other times \\'e
en~ounter negati\'e moods ~th.\t prompt efforts to escape.
\\'e do not possess an emotion themlostat that \ve can sim-
pl~' .ldjust to achieve and maintain a desired mood. \\'e
must rel:-' instead on the manipuiati011 of some inter\'ening

Chosen Strategies

A further distinction is worth m.lking in this context. A per-
sons freely chosen mental control strategies mav ha\"e ef-
fects that are quite unlike imposed circumstances that
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process that in turn affects emotions. In this section. \\"e
explore the medi.\tion.tl role that thoughts pl.l~. in emo-
tions and the tactics and consequences of the mental con-
trol of mood. \\'e begin 1»0' examinin,g the role of thought in
emotion. then turn our .lttention to common but ineffec-
tive mental control str.\tegies. and finall~' consider more
promising .\pproaches to mood regulation.

group. the informed group had an obvious explanation for
their arOllsal and were not compelled to attribute it to emo-
tions arising from other situational factors.

Other studies h.lve found simil.\r support for the mis-
attribution of arollsal hypothesis. For example, investigators
h.lve sho,vn that misattribution of arousal to neutral cues
can produce increased pain tolerance (Nisbett & Schachter.
1966). reduced fear of shock (e.g.. Ross, Rodin, &
Zimbardo. 1969). less test an.xiety (e.g.. \\"einer & Samuel.
197.5). diminished a~ression following provocation (Harris
& Huang, 19i4), less dissonance in a forced compliance par-
adigm (e,g., Zanna & Cooper, 19i4), and even more cheat-
ing-presumably because of a reduction in guilt feelings
(e.g., Dienstbier & Munter, 19i1; for more complete re-
views. see Cotton, 1981; Leventhal & Tomarken. 1986;
Reisenzein. 1983).

Another line of research is also relevant to the idea that
attributions of arousal can influence emotions. This re-
search is based on excitation transfer theory (Zillmann,
19i1) which predicts that individuals sometimes mistak-
enly attribute residual arousal from a prior situation to a
subsequent one, thereby leading to an intensification of
the affect associated ,\lith the latter situation. For exam-
pie, investigators have shown that residual excitation from
physical exertion can intensify feelings of anger and ag-
gressive behavior (e.g" Zillmann. Katcher, & ~Iilavsky,
19i2) and heighten sexual excitement (Cantor, Zillmann,
& Brvant. 19i5). Other studies have found that residual
sexual arousal can promote aggression (e.g., Zillmann.
1971) and the enjoyment of music (Cantor & Zillmann,
1973); and that residual excit.\tion from humor can en-
h.mce .\ggression (Mueller & Donnerstein, 1977; for more
complete reviews, see Zillmann, 1978. 1983; Reisenzein.
1983).

Just as apprais.us of physiological arousal can affect
emotions. so c.m evalu.\tions of lrersonal experiences. A
number of theorists claim th.\t our emotional reactions
hinge in large measure on our judgments of the positivity.
importance. relevance, antecedents. and implications of
personal events. From this perspecti,.e. emotional prob-
lems are likelv to result when indi"iduals focus excessi'"el,.
on the negative aspects of their experiences. dispropor-
tionatel~' attribute failures to personal shortcomings. or
belie"e they are helpless to effect positive changes (e.g..
Abramson. Seligman. & Teasdale, 1978; Alloy, .-\bramson.
~Ietalsk~., & Hartlage. 1988; Beck. 1967).

Consider.\ble empirical evidence supports the idea th.lt
the emotional consequences of events depend on the n.l-
ture of the apprais.u process (for re,iews, see Ll.zarus,
1990. 1991; Smith. 1991). From this perspecti,'e. then. it
is understandable that people can have very different
emotional reactions to the same event. For example, being
denied a job promotion may precipitate depression if one
perceives it as a sign of personal inadequacy. anger if one
believes it is unfair. or even relief if one ,vere looking for
an excuse to quit.

Taken toaether. the research indicates that thoughts~
bmediate emotion.u reactions. Although cognition may e

sufficient to cause mood st.\tes, there is some debate as to
whether they are necess.uy precursors to emotions. The
central questions here are ,\,hether emotional states can
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arise in the absence of cognitive mediation: and if so. what
are the implications of this noncognitive emotional pro-
cess for the mental control of moods::> \Ve address these is-
sues next.

to change without some type of conscious, thoughtful ef-
fort. Thoughts, on the other hand, can be identified, in-
spected, and redirected-or at least this is what we \vould
like. Through mental control, then, \ve can potential I.".
gain some control over the forces that produce emotions.
In the next section, we examine the effectiveness and un-
foreseen consequences of the mental strategies people
commonly employ in an attempt to control their moods.

Inadvertent Emotion

The idea that emotions can be evoked inadvertentl\'-
with virtually no cognitive processing-\vas first sug-
gested in a mere exposure experiment (Kunst-\Vilson &
Zajonc, 1980) in which subjects reported a preference for
stimuli that had previously been subliminall~. presented
and were not recognized as having been seen (also see
~Iurphy & Zajonc, 1993; Zajonc, 1980). Presumabl~., sub-
jects developed liking for the subliminal material because
of familiarity, even though they were unaware of the prior
presentation. This finding raises the possibilit~. that emo-
tions can arise in the absence of cognitive mediation. In-
vestigators, in fact, have identified a variet~. of potential
noncognitive sources of emotion activation.

Research on the relationship bet\veen neurological func-
tioning and emotion has suggested that neural systems can
sometimes activate emotions independent of cognition. An-
tidepressant and antianxiety drugs have been found to im-
prove some patients. moods (Gray, 1982; Redmond. 198.5;
Thompson, 1988); exposure to certain chemicals (e.g., car-
bon dioxide, yohimbine, amphetamine) can induce anxiet~'
(for a revie\v, see Charnev & Redmond, 1983): and electri-
cal stimulation of different brain structures can produce
subjective experiences and beha\ioral signs of jo~., plea-
sure, anger, and fear (Delgado, 1969; FI~.nn. 1967; Hess.
195i; Penfield. 1958).

Sensorimotor systems have also been implicated in the
nonconscious activation of emotion. For example. a number
of investigators have found subjective emotional changes
often occur \vhen subjects alter their tacial expressions (see
Adelmann & Zajonc, 1989) or their bod~. posture (Dllclos.
Lurid, Schneider, Sexter, Stern, & \an Lighton. 1989). .:\1-
though some of these studies did not adequatel~. control for
cognitive influences, experiments designed to eliminate
cogniti\"e medi.ltors h.l\.e \ielded simil.lr results ie.g..
Strack. ~Iartin. & Stepper, i988). Finall~.. emotional re.\"c-
tions have been experimentall~' elicited b~. exposure to dif-
ferent tastes (Fox & Da\idson. 1986: Rosenstein & Oster.
1988) and odors (Ehrlichman & Bastone. 1992), e\"en
though odors h.l\.e a \veak relationship to verbal labels and
cognition (Engen, 1987)-

The evidence reviewed here indicates that both cogni-
tive and noncognitive factors can acti\.ate emotions.~AI-
though controlled laborator~' procedures ha\-e enabled
researchers to examine-with some modicum of preci-
sion-the independent emotional effects of thoughts and
ph~.siological states, it would be misguided to overlook
their synergistic relationship. Thoughts. emotions. and
ph~.siology share an interactive relationship \vith eac~ ex-
erting reciprocal influences. Changing one element ot this
interactive process could alter the entire s~.stem and pro-
\ide us with a means of achieving desirable mood states.

Thoughts are the most obvious .md expedient target for
such a strategic intervention. After all. both ph~-siologic.u
and subjecti\.e feeling states can be exceedingl~. difficult

Ironic Effects in the Mental Control of
Negative Moods

Although there are some instances when we might want
to inhibit or change positive moods (Hochschild, 1983;
Parrott, 1993; Wegner & Erber, 1993), \\'e are most likely
to try to control our emotions when they are negativ~.
However. judging by current surveys that indicate at least
40 million adult Americans have persistent problems with
negative thoughts and emotions (Regier et al.. 1993). the
control of unwanted moods can be a difficult enterprise.
A naive explanation for this alarming number of emotion-
ally distraught individuals is that they simply are not tr~--
ing hard enough to rectify their moods. Yet, just the
opposite appears to be true. Not onl~' do depressed and
anxious individuals report being more preoccupied with
improving their moods than do their normal counterparts,
but they also report expending more energy and time in
that pursuit (Wenzlaff & Delgado. 1993). This fact high-
lights an obvious par.ldox: Those indi\'iduals who devote
the most time and attention to rep.1iring their moods seem
to be the ones most likely to suffer from persistent emo-
tional problems.

One explanation for this apparent anomaly is th.lt de-
pressed and anxious individu.us may emplo:--- counterpro-
ductive control strategies th.lt actuall~- help foster the
thoughts that are causing their negative emotions. The
suppression of negative thoughts is one of the most com-
mon strategies for mood control reported by depressed
and anxious individuals (\\'enzlaff & Delg.ldo. 1993). As
we have seen. however. this ment.u coI'1trol t.lctic can
have unt()reseen neg,ltive conseqllen<.'es. This 'lpproach
involves the activation of both an intentional operating
process that searches for the mental contents th,lt will
~ield the desired state (i.e.. positive thoughts or the ab-
sence of negative ones). and an ironic monitoring process
that searches for mental contents that signal failure to
achieve the desired state.

The monitoring process t~"picall~' proceeds automatically
and out of awareness, making itself kno\\"n onl~- to alert the
indi\idual to the presence of unwanted thoughts. and
thereby to reinstate the intentional operating s:--'stem. The
monitoring process is ironic because it enhances the acces-
sibilitv of the unwanted mental states over \vhich it main-
tains ~igilance. In normal interactions bet\\"een operating
and monitoring processes, ho\"'e\"er. the ironic monitor is
relatively less effecti\.e than the conscious operator in in-
troducing items to consciousness- The normal prepotence
of the intentional operating process can be undermined
\vhen attentional capacity is diminished. thus enabling the
ironic monitor to exert undue influence. This situation
occurs because the operating s:--'stem requires effortful
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control efforts by impairing the conscious operating pro-
cess and intensifying the impact of the ironic monitoring
svstem. This state of affairs should serve to increase the
a"ccessibility of the negative thoughts depressed and anx-
ious people are trying to avoid.

In addition to the reduction of cognitive resources-.'
there are at least two other reasons whv the ironic effects
of mental control would be especially likel:-. to obtain in de-
pressive and anxious moods. One is that depressed or anx-
ious individuals have become so well practiced at negative
thinking that it becomes an automatic tendency. When a
person consistently dwells on negative thoughts or is re-
peatedly confronted with them as the result of a series of
unfortunate experiences, they may become well practiced
and develop an automatic quality (Bargh & Tota, 1988;
Beck, 196;; Beck & Emery, 1985; Hartlage, Alloy, Vazuez,
& Dykman, 1993). Once a pattern of thinking has become
automated, it is easily activated-sometimes without in-
tention-and requires a special degree of effort to inhibit
(Bargh, 1989; Gilbert, 1989; Posner & Snyder, 19;5;
Shiffrin, 1988). Automatic negative thoughts are especially
likely to display these properties because the accompany-
ing negative mood state serves to make mood-congruent
thoughts more accessible (e.g., Bower, 1981; Isen, 1984).
Thus, we would expect that the well-practiced negative
thoughts of depressed and anxious individuals would tend
to occur spontaneously and be difficult to inhibit. The au-
tomatic nature of negative thoughts would undermine de-
pressed and anxious individuals' mental control efforts
because positive thoughts (i,e., the preferred mental
state) would be less accessible than if the person.s mood
was positi\.e. whereas negative cognitions (i.e., the moni-
tored thoughts) would be relatively more accessible. This
sihlation sholud cause the monitoring process to introduce
negati\.e thoughts to consciousness more often than it oth-
erwise would.

Another reason ironic effects are especially likely to
occur when people are depressed or anxious involves
the enhanced self-focus that is associated with negative
moods. ~l\merOlIS in\.esti~ators have found that depressed
and allxious individutus experience a heightened le\"el of
self-awareness (Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1986; Ingram
& Smith. 1984: Sarason. 19;5; Wine, 1980; for a review,
see Pvszczvnski, Hamilton, Greenberg. & Becker, 1991).
Enhtlnced .self-focus has been associ;ted with increased
accessibilit:-. of self-referent information (e.g., Carver &
Scheier, 1981: Hull & Levv, 19;9: Turner. 19;8), the
tendenc~' to compare oneself to ideal sttmdards (e.g.,
Duval & ".icklund, 19;2; Wicklund. 197.5), and the in-
tensification of negative affect (Gibbons. Smith, Ingrain,
Pearce, Brehm, & Schroeder, 198.5: Scheier. 19;6:
Scheier, Carver, & Gibbons, 1981). Self-focus, then, could
be expected to undermine the mental control of negtrtive
moods b~' (1) increasing the persons a\Vt\reness of un-
appiness. (2) making the person more a\vare of the dis-
creptmc~" bet\veen current and desired sttltes, and (3)
intensif~'ing the \'ery emotions the person is tr~'ing to com-
bat. Obviously, the self-awareness induced by negative
moods would undermine mood-incongruent operating
s~'stems and strengthen mood-congruent monitoring
processes.

processing and is thus adversely affected b~. attentional de-
mands, whereas the monitoring process is more automatic
and less dependent on cognitive resources.

The emotional consequences of diminished cogniti,.e
resources on the mental control of emotions ,vas demon-
strated in a pair of experiments by Wegner. Erber. and
Zanakos (1993). In the first experiment. subjects remi-
niscing about a happy or sad event were asked to make
their mood positive, were given no instructions, or were
asked to make their mood negative. Subjects attempting
mood control without an imposed cognitive load were suc-
cessful, whereas those who attempted control while re-
hearsing a 9-digit number not only failed to control their
moods but showed self-reported emotional change oppo-
site the mood they intended to create. In the second ex-
periment, subjects attempting to control mood-related
thoughts under cognitive load showed increased accessi-
bility of those thoughts in a modified version of the Stroop
color naming task.

The ability of the monitoring process to exert these
ironic emotional effects when cognitive resources are di-
minished may provide one explanation for the difficulty de-
pressed and anxiO\1S individuals have in controlling their
moods. There is evidence that negative mood states, in and
of themselves, occupy cognitive r~sources that could other-
,,'ise be employed for effortful cognitive aims. The diminu-
tion of cognitive capacity caused by negative moods would
reduce the effectiveness of the intentional operating s~.s-
tern and enhance the influence of the automatic monitoring
process, thereby leading to the perpetuation or increase o~f
unwanted thoughts.

Considerabl~ rese.uch indic.ltes th.\t depressed and anx-
iOllS people have fewer cognitive resources a'.ailable for
effortnu tasks th.lIl do their normal counterparts. De-
pressed indi'.iduals !?;ener.ul~' perform more poorl~. than
nondepressed individuals on t.lsks requiring effortful cog-
nitive processing such as problem solving (Braff & Beck.
1974: Dobson & Dobson, 1981: Price. Tr~.on. & Raps.
1978), learning (Cole & Zarit, 1984: Coughlan & Hollo,,'s.
1984: Hasher & Z.lcks, 1979: Robertson & Tavlor. 198.'5).
and performance speed (Berndt & Berndt, 1980: \\ecko'v-
icz, Tam. Ba,., Collier, & Beelen, 1981). Ho,ve,'er, on tasks
that are beiie,.ed to in,.olve automatic processes (e.g..
recognition memory, sp.ltial loc.ltion performance, self-
relevant information processing) depressed indi,.iduals
perform as ,,'ell as their nondepressed counterparts (for a
review see Hartlage, Alloy. \!azquez. & D~.km.m. 199:3).
Simil.lrl~', anxiety is associated with impaired perfor-
mance on effortful t.lsks but not on easv or automatic ones
(E~'senck, 1982: Ingram & Kendall,' 1987: Kalmeman,
1973; for a review, see Evsenck, 1992).

Thus. bec.luse of thei~ emotional state. depressed and
anxious people appear to have diminished cognitive re-
sources undermining their ability to perform effortful
tasks. This situ.ltion is an.uogous to the co~niti'.e load con-
ditions in experiments examining the relative influence of
the operating .lid monitoring processes in,'ol,.ed in ment.u
control. \\"e have seen th.lt when cognitive resources are in
short suppl~. the monitoring process is most likel~' to exert
ironic effects. The depletion of cogniti".e resources associ-
ated with depression and anxiety would undermine mental
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in either a threatening or neutral fashion (e.g,. die. dye:
pain. pane). The results indicated that anxious subjects
were more likely than their nonanxious counterparts to
interpret the homophones in a threatening manner. In
another experiment (Evsenck. N(o.g~. '\(av. Richards. &
N(athe\vs. 1991). it \~as found tl1at anxious subjects
showed a mood-congruent interpretive bias on a recogni-
tion memory task. Subjects were presented with ambigu-
ous sentences that could be interpreted in either a
threatening or a nonthreatening manner (e.g.. "The two
men \vatched as the chest was opened.'). Subsequently.
on an unexpected recognition task that involved re-
worded sentences connotin g either clearlv threatenina or

.0

neutral interpretations. anxious subjects recognized
more of the threatening interpretations and fewer of the
neutral ones than did the controls.

The automatic nature of anxiet~'-related thoughts
was examined in a different way in an experiment by
NIathe\vs and MacLeod (1986). The in\'estigators tested
the notion that threatening stimuli \vould be especially
distracting to anxious subjects because they should be au-
tomatically vigilant for such information, The investiga-
tors asked subjects to shadow (i.e.. repet\t aloud) the
message presented to one ear. \vhile ignoring occasional
threatening and neutral \vords presented to the other ear.
The results indicated a tendency for threatening \vords
on the nonattended channel to disrupt shadowing perfor-
mance more than neutral \vords for the anxious subjects
but not for the controls. Subjects reported being una\\'are
of the words on the unattended channel. so it t\ppears
that preattenti\'e processes \vere invol\.ed in the obtained
distrt\ction effects-further support in.!! the notion thtlt t\
monitoring process occurs at an automt\tic level.

A ntlmber of stlldies ht\ve examined the mental control
abilities of depressed and anxious individut"s under condi-
tions of experimentt" cognitive load. This research tufords
till explicit test of the assumption thtlt the t\utomatic nt\-
ture of the monitoring processes should be most likel~.
to lead to ironic effects when cognitive resources t\re in
short supply. Thus. situations that tax attentiont" reSOllrces
should minimize the oCCllrr(~nce of positi\.e thOllghts .mo
maximize the likelihood of negt\ti\.e ones,

Bargh and Tot~\ (1988) had depressed and nondepressed
subjects judge et\ch of a series of depressed-content tmd
nondepressed-content t\djecti\.es as to descripti\.eness of
the self or of the t\\'ertlge persO\l. \Vhile making each judg-
ment. half the subjects held six digits in \vorking memor~'.
whereas the other half had no concurrent memorv load.
The in\.estigators assessed subjects' latenc~. to resl>ond as
an index of the relative ease \\'ith \vhich judgments \vere
made. As predicted. depressed subjects' self-referent judg-
ments of depressive-content adjectives \vere less affected
by memor~' load than were their judgments of nondepres-
si\'e-content adjectives. indictlting relativel~. automatic pro-
cessing of the depressi\.e \\'ords,

The idea th~\t attentional demands facilitate ironic moni-
toring effects was also examined in a stud~. b~. \\'enzlaff
( 199:3a. Experiment 2). The \Jrocedure used the scrambled
sentence ttlsk described etlr ier in \\,hich sentellces could
be unscr.lmbled to form either depressi\-e themes or posi-
tive ones, Some subjects \vere instructed to unscramble the

There appear to be. then. se"eral factors that are espe-
cially likel~' to thwart depressed or anxious indi'iduals' at-
tempts to contn>l their emotions. These include the ironic
effects of thought suppression. diminished cogniti,.e re-
sources. enhanced ac~essibility of negati,e thoughts. and
increased self-focus. These impediments to the control of
n~ative emotions shOlud have the ob~er,able effect of in-
hibiting the production of positive thOllghts and facilitating
the accessibility of negative ones. Considerable empirical
evidence supports ~his idea. for example. ".enzlaff. \\!egner.
and Roper (1988) found that depressed subjects were quite
effective in suppressing positive thoughts but had consider-
able difficulty inhibiting negative thoughts. ~Ioreo,er.
consistent with the idea of an ironic monitoring process. de-
pressed subjects who were engaged in suppression e'.entu-
ally reported as many or more negati,.e thoughts as those
who were not trying to control their thoughts at all.

Gotlib and McCann (1984. Experiment 1) hud de-
pressed and nondepressed individuals participate in a
variation of the Stroop task that required subjects to name
colors of tachistoscopically presented ,vords that ,vere de-
pressed. neutral. or manic in content. The investigators
found that depressed subjects had longer response laten-
cies to the depressed-content ,vords than to the nonde-
pressed-content words. Evidentl~'. the depressed-content
words constituted a chronicallv accessible construct for
depressed subjects and ,vere therefore particularl~" dis-
tracting. Analo~ous results have been obtained with anx-
ious individuals using a modified Stroop task "ith
anxietv-content words (Martin. 'Villiams. & Clark. 1991:
~Iathe"ws & MacLeod. 198,5; ~Iogg & ~Iarden, 1990:
Richards & ~Iill\vood. 1989).

In another study (Wenzlaff. 1993a. Experiment 1). de-
pressed and nondepressed subjects were gi,en a series of
scrambled sentences each cont.lining six ,vords. 8,' using
fi\'e of the six words. subjects could ;}nscramble ea~.h sen':
tence to fonn either .1 positive or a negati\"e thought
(e.g.. "The future looks ver~' bright" or "The future looks
\'erv disma\"). Given a limited amount of time to un-
scr.;mble as man~' sentences as possible. some subjec:ts
"ere instn.\cted to fonn positi,.e st.ltements. some ".ere
asked to fonn neg.lti\"e st.ltements. and others recei'"ed
no ,alence instrl~tions. The results indicated that de-
pressed subjects who were gi\.en no \".uence instructions
unscrambled fe,ver positive sentences and more negati\"e
ones than did their nondepressed counterparts. suggest-
ing that depressive thoughts occurred more automati-
call~' for the depressed subjects. The results ~lso re,.ealed
that depressed subjects \vho were asked to fonn positi\'e
thoughts had particul.1r difficult~": The~" completed fe',er
sentences and made more errors than an~. other group.
The app.uent automatic nature of depressed subjects'
negative thoughts seemed to facilitate their performance
when the, were instructed to form negati'"e sentences:
the~' coi11pleted more sentences and m-ade fe,ver errors
than did an~' other group.

Evsenck. ~lacLeod. and Mathe"'s \ 1987) obtained
analogous results in a stud~" examining the role of anxiet~"
in the interpretation of ambiguous stimuli. Subjec:ts "ere
asked to \"rite do,vn the spellings of auditoriall~" pre-
sented homophones some of whic:h could be interpreted
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interpretation of this effect in the literature is to say that
depression promotes this accessibilit~.. but the specific
form of this effect is fi(>t clear. The present formulation
suggests th.\t thought suppression ma~' in fact create the
effect by initiating an .\utomatic search for the unwanted
thoughts and thereby further increasing their .\ccessibil-
it~'. We next consider some potentially more fruitful ap-
proaches to controlling negative moods.

sentences into positive sentences. others were asked to
form negative sentences. and a third group received no va-
lence instructions. Subjects were further di\.ided into
three groups: nondepressed. depressed. and formerl~' de-
pressed but currentl:-' in remission. Half the subjects \,ere
asked to maintain a 6-di!!it number in workin" memor\.~, ~.\\'hereas the other half had no concurrent memor\'load. .

The results of the no-memory load condition paralleled
those obtained b}' Wenzlaff (1993a. Experiment 1). De-
pressed subjects who were given no. \.alence instructions
formed more negative sentences and fewer positive ones
than did their nondepressed or formerl:-' depressed coun-
terparts. When instructed to form positive sentences, de-
pressed subjects unscrambled fewer sentences and made
more errors th~m their counterparts. Conversel~'. in the
negative-instruction condition depressed subjects cor-
rectlv unscrambled more sentences and made fewer errors
than"either of the other two groups, The overall p~1ttern of
results for the nondepressed and formerl:-' depressed sub-
jects was opposite of that for the depressed,

Of particular interest here are the results obtained in
the memory load condition. For depressed subjects and
nondepressed subjects, the load manipulation magnified
the effects obtained in the no-load condition. This mag-
nification suggests that the memor~'load was taxing cog-
nitive resources, thereby facilitating ironic monitoring
processes which are more automatic and require less at-
tentional resources th~m the intention~u operating s:-'stem.
\\'hat is especiall~' noteworthy, ho\ve\.er, is that the mem-
or~. load reGer,sed the pattern of results for the formerl~'
depressed subjects. causing them to perform like the cur-
rently depressed .~ubjects, whereas under no load their
perform~mce p~ualleled that of the nondepressed. \\nen
given no v~uence instructions andmemorv load. formerlv
depressed subjects unscrambled more negative sentences
and fe\\'er positi\.e ones th~1n did the nondepressed, \\lth
instructions to form positive sentences. formerl~. de-
pressed subjects under cognitive load unscrambled fe\ver
sentences and made more errors than their nondepressed
counterparts. These findings suggest that although for-
merl~" depressed indi\"iuu.us ma~" Il!}t currentl~" displ.I~"
depressi\.e s~"mptoms, neg.1ti\.e thoughts lurk just belo\,
the surface of ~1wareness. \\'hen cogniti\.e resources .1re

...taxed. the abilit~. to suppress thes~ thoughts is under-
mined. thus allo\\'ing them to intrude on consciousness.

Finall~', M.lcLeod (1990) conducted ~1 p.lir of studies
examining the impact of arousal on trait-anxious subjects'
j11dgments in the homophone task described earlier. The
homophone task \,as carried out under normal conditions
or high-~1rousal conditions (follo\\'ing exercise). In both
studies, high trait-~mxious subjects sho\ved an increased
tendenc:-" to provide threatening interpretations of the
homophones when aroused, \vhereas lo\v trait-anxious
subjects sho\ved a decre..1sed tendenc~.. Assuming th.1t the
arousal manipulation served as a load manipulation,
these results are analogous to those obtained in the pre-
\ious studies examining depression and mental control.

The e\iuence indic..ltes th.lt becallse of their enhanced
accessibilit~', neg..1tive thoughts are particularl~' difficult
for depressed and anxious indi\iduals to control. espe-
ciall~' when cognitive resources are taxed. The usu..11

Mental Control and Emotional Well-Bein.. e

One lesson that becomes evident from examining the liter-
.lture is that thought suppression is a counterproductive
wa~' to overcome chronic negative moods. In addition to
promoting an ironic monitoring process that causes an un-
productive vacillation between rumination and avoidance,
failing to confront negative thoughts can keep people
from adequately understanding potential warnings and
\'aluable inform.ltion that such thoughts and their corre-
sponding moods can offer. A number of theorists have
pointed out that emotions-both positive and negative-
can help m.lke us aWtlre of situations in our world that
should be responded to. or that no longer need response
and action (e.g., Frijda, 1988; Schwarz, 1990). Thus, there
are times when confronting and trying to understand un-
wanted thoughts and feelings is wiser than trying to avoid
them.

The potenti.u importance of acknowledging negative
thoughts and emotions is an idea that has historic.uly been
.ldvocated b~' a variety of cultures and religion. In virtu-
.ul~" all cultures. some s~'stem has e\'ol\'ed that encour.1ges
people to disclose unpleas.mt experiences or thoughts
withOllt fetlr of retribution (Penneb.lker. 199:3). Although
the methods .md ration.ues differ, all the major \vorld reli-
gions encourage somet~'pe of ackno\vledgment and disclo-
sure of transgressions or lears. The idea that the disclosure
of unwanted thoughts C.U1 be beneficial has recei\'ed em-
pirical support, For inst.mce, individuals who h.ld suf-
fered traum.ltic experiences in childl1ood and \vho had not
confided those traum.lS to others \\'ere significantl\" more
likel~ to have a variet~" of serious healt\1 problell~s than
\\'ere people who either h.ld \1(Jt had traum.lS or \vho h.ld
confided them (Penneb.lker & Susman. 1988).

In an experimental test of the effects of expression and
disclosure, Penneb.lker and Beall (19,1j6) asked undergradu-
ates to write either ahout the most traumatic experiel;ces of
their li\"es or about trivial .1ssigned topics for -! consecutive
da~"s. A 6-m0l1th follo\v-up sho\ved that the expression
groups reported relati\'el'y' better health.. including fe\ver
\'isits to the Student Health Center (for more complete re-
\'iews of this literature, see Pennebaker. 1989, 199:3). The
health benefits of disclosure m.lV be the result of a number
of factors including desensitization, enhanced understand-
ing. .lcceptance. and resolution. \\'e \\'ould add to this list
the avoidance of ironic effects of thought suppression that
can lead to rumination .md preoccup.1tion, It has been
found that .lmong individuals \vhose spouses h.ld died unex-
pectedl~", the more the~' talked about the death. the less
the\' ruminated about it (Pennebaker & O'Heeron. 1984).

the henefici.u effects of disclosing painful and un-
\v.mted thoughts, is one of the common assumptions of
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that emphasize personal responsibility and choice. Perhaps
the most striking example of a therapeutic approach that is
based primarily on this idea is the set of methods collec-
tively kno\vn as paradoxical interventions (Coyne, 1989;
Dowd & ~[ilne, 1986). Among the methods used in para-
doxical therapy is symptom prescription \\'herein the thera-
pist instructs the client to perform the problem behavior
deliberately or even to exaggerate it. For example, an anx-
ious individual mav be told to deliberatelv think and obsess
about anxiety-pro;:'oking situations. The'usual'ra.tionale is
that clients \vill react against the instructions and assume
personal responsibility for behaving in the opposite direc-
tion. Although paradoxical approaches have been sho\vn to
be related to positive outcomes (Dowd & Milne, 1986),
they should be used judiciously. For example, no one would
\vant to risk encouraging a depressed person to engage in
suicidal thoughts or act on them. Still, it seems that if self-
imposed mental control is sometimes responsible for the
negative states of mind people suffer, then the therapeutic
recommendation that such control be reversed can have
potentially beneficial results.

Despite the potential benefits of ps~'chotherapy, there
is undoubtedly a large portion of emotionally disturbed
individuals \vho ne\'er seek professional help. Many seem
to recover on their own, and others suffer in silence. Sur-
prisingl~.., there has been relatively little research con-
cerning how emotionally disturbed individuals
independentl~' cope with their situation (Doerfler &
Richards. 1981). The few available studies suggest that a
key factor to overcoming emotional problems is having
confiding relationships with others (Co~'ne, Burchill. &
Stiles. 1991). In contrast. strategies of avoidance and
suppression of negative thoughts and feelings are associ-
ated with poor Olltcomes (e.g., Parker. Brown. & Blig-
nault, 1986: Pennebaker, 1989; 1993). These findings are
consistent with the \iew that expression of un\vanted
thoughts is a more effective mood improvement strateg;.o'
than is avoidance and suppression.

In the end, \vhether mental control of emotion is under-
taken as a personal project or thrOllgh consultation \\ith a
protessiOllal ps~'ehologist. the processes and consequences
of control are likelv to be similar. Forms of mental control
that are \\'isel~' chosen and applied offer some hope for re-
lief frOln emotional problems. Mental control that is un-
chosen. too frequent or rigorous, or attempted under
conditions of stress or load likelv to foster ironic effects.
\vill prob,lbl~.. not succeed and instead ma~. thrust the indi-
vidual back into the unwanted emotional state.

)IENTAL CONTROL AND SOCIAL LIFE

Some of an individual's states of mind are sociallv valued.
~lost mourners at a funeral would probabl~' agre~, for ex-
ample, that their fellow mourners should be feeling the
same sad state, and audience members at a comedv club
\vould usuall~' concur that others there should be happ~..
States of mind th.lt represent belief in something that oth-
ers want one to believe are also valued: the participants in
a religious revival surely desire that their fervent beliefs
are held b~' all present. People value mental states in others

most psychotherapies. Although the~' differ in technique
and rationale. these therapies acti\.el~. encourage clients
to express their un\v.mted and potentiall~. frightening
thoughts and emotions in an atmosphere of acceptance.
Sigmund Freud, for instance. belie\'ed that un\vanted
thoughts and emotions that \vere repressed or denied
\vould continue to exert a negati\'e ps~'chological influ-
ence until they \vere uncovered and expressed. He ex-
horted his clients to abandon the censorship of their
thoughts and allo\v themselves to express "h.lte\'er c.lme
into their minds. Carl Rogers developed his person-
centered appro.lch to therap~' on the assumption that
people develop emotional problems as the result of a lack
of self-kno\vledge and acceptance. Although he did not
explicitly ackno\vledge the elimination of thought sup-
pression as a therapeutic goal, Rogers ne\'ertheless hoped
he could create an atmosphere of acceptance that \vould
discourage self-censorship and allow clients to ackno\vl-
edge un\vanted thoughts, There are a host of other spe-
cific treatment approaches that in various \va:'s try to
encourage the client to explore suppressed or denied as-
pects of themselves and their \vorlds (for a comparative
analvsis. see Frank & Frank, 1991).

A~ong the ne\vest and most popular treatment ap-
proaches to emotional disorders is cognitive ther.lp~', which
is based on the idea that cognition mediates emotional and
behavioral dysfunction (e.g" Beck & Emer~'. 198,5; Beck,
Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Ellis. 1963: ~Ieichenbaum,
1977). From the present perspective. the mere expression
of these disturbing thoughts could have therapeutic value,
However, cognitive therapists take the additional step of
encouraging clients to entertain more adaptive wa~;s of
thinking, in some instances actually suppl~ing their clients
with positive thoughts (e.g.. Ellis. 196:3), This t~'pe of as-
sisted mental control could be helpful to the extent that it
does not undermine the client's sense of personal control
and self-efficacv.

The issue of personal responsibilit~, harkens back to our
discussion of the superiorit~' of chosen mental control
strategies o\'er imposed ones. Obser\'ers of the therapelltic
process agree th.lt real impro,emt'nt occ.'urs onl~' "hen
clients de\'elop a sense of personal efficac~. and attribute
chan~es to .their own increased skillfulness. and not that of
the therapist (e.g.. Fr.mk & Fr.mk. 1991: ~Iurdock & Alt-
maier, 1991: Zeiss, Le\\'insohn, & ~Iunoz. 1977\. In a re-
vie\v of the literature, Kopel and Arko\\'itz \ 197,5) conclude
that self-attributed beha\'ior change is of longer duration
than is beha\ior ch.mge attributed to an external agenc\'
such as a therapist. Th~s, it is important for clients t~ take
personal responsibilit~' for changes in their thinking if these
changes are to have an~' beneficial impact on their moods,
This point \vas empiricall~' demonstrated b~' \\enzlaff and
LePage (199:3\ who asked depressed indi\iduals to enter-
tain positi\'e thoughts under conditions of high choice (i.e..
the task was optional) or lo\v choice (i.e,. the task seemed
mandatory), The results indicated that although both
groups \vere able to generate positi\'e thoughts. nlood im-
pro\'ement occurred only in the high choice group.

The notion that personal attribution for changes in cogni-
tion pla~'s an important role in an~" subsequent mood im-
provement suggests that therapists should emplo~' methods
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when those states represent inclinations to behave in so-
cially relevant ways. From the point of \-ie\\" of the person
who is experiencing social pressure to beha\-e- in turn-
mental control is also valuable. Trying to impress others
with one's \vit is far easier when one is in a cheerful state
of mind; trying to threaten others is far more likely to suc-
ceed if one is indeed feeling angry; attempts not to be an
obnoxious complainer are far less complicated if one is in
fact in a pleasant mood, In short, socially motivated be-
h~lviors ~lre often facilitated by the adoption of an appro-
priate mental state, and mental control is therefore a
useful capacity for the individual to exercise in social set-
tings (Pennebaker, 1993; Wegner & Erber, 1993).

We wish to consider the social matrix of mental control
in this section. First, we will examine the depth of the
changes in mental states wrought by mental control in so-
cial settings. Then, we \vill explore the common features
of social settings that promote mental control, In this en-
deavor, we will consider two examples of social situations
that typically demand mental control-situations involv-
ing deception or secrecy, and those that prompt the mod-
eration of prejudice.

mental control that is responsible for its presence. \\'hen a
person exerts mental control (albeit for some transitory so-
cial goal). the new state is produced and whatever prior
state \\'as there is now gone. This ne\v state will prevail
until either some uncontrollable force~ change it or the
person imposes further mental control. In some cases, the
same uncontrollable forces will be present after the exer-
cise of mental control that were there before it, and in
such cases it seems useful to describe the mental state
produced by control as less "true" than the original state.
The original state will be renewed by the uncontrollable
forces following mental control and thus looks very much
as though it were true in the first place. For example,
when a woman is depressed by her life circumstances, and
yet attempts to be happy and pleasant in interactions with
her husband one day, the life circumstances may retain
their influence on h~r mental state well after her brief use
of mental control and she will often re\"ert to her sad state
and appear truly depressed.

There are also cases, however, in which such uncontrol-
lable forces are absent. When this happens, mental control
exerted for temporary social purposes ma~' have lasting ef-
fects that are themselves entirely trueo .-\fter all, it is un-
likely that people invariably depio;.-. immediate corrective
mental control strategies after every instance of mental
control to reverse or compensate for the prior change. A
woman who has just tried to "fake" happiness to please a
spouse, for example, is unlikely subsequently to work as
hard to erase this mental st~\te as she \vorked to create it.
The happiness may well stick, concocted entirely b~, the
desire to ple~lse someone. The operating process est~\b-
lished in the pursuit of ment~u control \vorks in the same
wa~o no matter why it is invoked, and it therefore pursues
its se~lrch for state-related mental contents, super\.ised .lS
usu~u b~. the monitoring process.

A faker \volud ha\'e to be especiall~. cle\"er in using men-
t~u control if he or she \vished specificall~. to return to the
origin~u state follo\ving any mentall\. controlled change.
Su~h mell10r~' for origi~al O"r true st~ltes \\"olud reqlure ~ot
onl~' all the ment~u app~lr.ltlls inrol\Oed in creating the false
st.lte-the <>1)er~lting .lnu II1I)nitoring proc:esses-b'lt also
the deplo~.ment of .l p~lir of complementar~. processes
aimed at preserving the original underl~.ing state for later.
Sometimes, this might be \\'orth the trouble. \\Ohen so-
ciall~. moti\"ated mental states are p.lrticularly repugnant,
a person could ver~" \vell plan to return from them \vith
speci~u \.igoro Putting on a sad face to \"isit someone \vho is
ill, for example, could require follo\v-up reco\"er~. plans
aimed ~\t reinst~\ting happy or norm~u moodso One might
make a special point of making fun of the sick person just
to regain a positive mood (and sick sense of humor). Short
of such elaborate reco\.ery planning, ho\vever, people may
often find the mental changes they impose on themselves
to be quite lasting.

The impression that a person is faking during sociall~. in-
duced mental control probabl~. often deri\.es from the oper-
ation of ironic proc:esses. During the intense effort to "be
coOl in the face of a threatening audienc:e, for exal11ple, a
person \\'ill naturall~' engage in an ironic monitoring process
that searches for e\'idence of failure to be cool. \\.hen the
stress of the situation mounts, the ironic process \vill then

The Falsity of "False" Mental States

Mental control in service of social appropriateness has
often been described as a form of duplicit~'. malingering,
or outright fraud. We all know that the salesperson ".ho
cheerily compliments us on the fit of that item of clothing
we are trying on is just faking admiration. don"t we:) This
is a quintessential act of self-presentation. and such
feigned mental states seem to be the hallmark of mental
control that is performed for social purposes. The present
model of mental control suggests. ho,ve"er. that .'faking"
ma~. not be an apt description of what h.lppens in such sit-
uations. Even apparentl:-. duplicitous acts. from phon~.
smiles to sweet talk or threatening poses. occur in the con-
text of controlled mental states that are themselves as au-
thentic .1S any mental state. Each soci.ul,' motiv.1ted
gestllre h.\s it~ .1ssoci.\ted ment.u condition. ..m inner re-
t'lectiou th.lt OCl:urs howe"er briefl~.. but th.\t imposes .1
genuine tr.msfOrtll.ltion on the person's mind at that time,

A large bod~. of social psychological evidence indic.1tes
that the changes in mental st.1tes th.\t .\ppear to be erected
onl~' temporarily for social goals c.m instead be rem.lrk-
ably lasting. Public self-presentation ma~. influence one's
pri".lte self-esteem (Jones. Rhodewalt. Bergl.\s. & Skelton.
1982.). public position statements can change private atti-
tudes (Higgins & Rholes. 19i8: Nail. 19861. public emo-
tional displa~.s can influence private emotious (Laird.
19i4). and so on. The carrvover from social Iv moti'.ated
mental control to permane~t change is so colnmon that it
calls into question whether there is some underl~.ing
"true" mental state that is simply covered o'.er during so-
cial self-present.1tion. or \vhether this assumption of an
inner "true.' state and outer "false.' appear.mce is itself
merely an illusion (e,g.. Le.uy & Kow.uski, 1990: Tetlock
& Manste.\d. 1985: Wegner & Erber. 199:3).

A useful ,vav to think about this issue is to note that anv
mental state n~ust be caused; it is traceable either to uncon'-
trollable forces th.lt hold it in pl.,ce, or to the imposition of
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often guide ment.u states-and this person \vill feel anx-
ious, .-\nd, if beh.l\'ior is required of the person .It the time
(with no chance for advance pl.mning and editing), fre-
quent counterintentional actions will ensue, These beh.\\"-
iors will look ver:--- much as though the person has I.\psed
b.ick to the tnie st.\te that ment.u control is attempting to
cover \lP' The poor soul trying to sta~' cool ma~- st.immer or
go blank or other\\lise .\ppe.u to produce evidence of pre-
cisely the st.\te th.it he or she was trying to a\'oid, Blit far
from being true indications of that state, these behaviors
will be evidence only of ironic processes in the desire to
control it,

This view of socially induced ment.u control can be
summarized quite simply: The mental control processes
that we use to facilitate our social interactions do not
merely visit illusory or shallow changes on our conscious-
ness, Rather, they create active mental states that reorient
us to behave in \"vays th.\t promote our social goals, These
changes may appear to be an impermanent fa~ade when
there are chronic background circumstances influencing
our mental states, or when our efforts vield ironic errors,
but they nonetheless are as real, true, and potentiall~' last-
ing as an~' mental state introduced by an~' other calise.

Social Spheres of Mental Control

The social circumst.mces that necessitate mental control
are some of the more difficult .md demanding experiences
of daily life. Conflicting pressures come to bear. in that
one state of mind may be prompted strongl~. or autom.lti-
c.uly by the situ.ltion. where.ls .mother is to be preferred
for some compelling soci.ll or mor.u re.lson. The state se-
lection process, in other words, comes IIp .lgainst the n.lt-
ural and uncontrolled forces th.lt produce mental st.ltes.
.md so sets in motion a ment.u control t.lsk th.lt is p.lrticu-
larl~' .uduous. Bodies of soci.u ps~'chological rese.lrch exist
that .ue pertinent to these. and \\'e \\'ish to focus in partic-
ular on deception .md on the correction ofprejtldice.

Deception (lnd Secrecy

\\nen.\ person intention.ul~' decei\'es another or keeps in-
formation secret frOl11 .mother. the person must necessar-
il~' engage in .m el.\bor.ue exercise of ment.u cmItral.
Children prior to the .Ige of 4 or so find it nearl~. impossi-
ble to lie or keep a secret for long (LaFreniere. 1988). so
this must be a t.Isk th.u requires mental control facilities
acquired during cagniti\Oe development. Part of the prob-
lem e\Oen for adults is that despite kno\\'ing the truth (or
the secret). the person must pretend not to know it, Such
pretense would be facilitated b~' the .\ctual absence of the
truth in current consciousness. so thought suppression is a
likel~o strateg~" (see Lane & \\'egner. 199-1a; Pennebaker.
1989. 1990; Wegner, 1989)0 The problem is further com-
plicated in cases of .\cti\"e deception-\\"hen a lie is being
told rather than just the truth being omitted. In this in-
st.\I\ce, the perpetrator must mo\"e be~.ond simple suppres-
sion to pretend to belie\"e something else. This feigned
belief is an additional ment.u state that must be ap-
proached through mental control.

It ma~' be, however, that this seeming complication
of acti"e deception achlally makes it easier to accomplish
than secrecy' or other forms of deception b~' omission, In
the process of substituting a lie for the truth, the liar
moves frOin a simple strate~~' of suppression (of the
truth) to a cOinpound strategy that resembles self-
distraction. This compound strategy involves thinking
about and believing the lie as a means of avoiding
thoughts about and belief in the truth. Following the
logic of the ironic process model, we can see that. the se-
cret-keeper is going to be saddled with a more trouble-
some ironic process than the active deceiver. The ironic
process that accrues during secrecy monitors the secret
itself. whereas the ironic process produced by active
lying will monitor only the failure to express belief in the
lie. Under cognitive load, then, the secret-keeper will be
more likelv than the active liar to obsess about the truth
and potentially give it away,

There is evidence that active lying is itself difficult
under conditions that enhance motivation and cognitive
load, Under strong motivation to lie successfully, people
become especially prone to displa;.. signs of their deceit,
Such moti,'ational impairment of deception has been ob-
served bv DePaulo, Lanier, and D.\vis (1983). Thev found
it easier to detect the deceit of the motivated liar as the
result of subtle nonverbal signs. \Vith the imposition of a
mental load of sorts-in the form of an admonition that
the target of the lie is especiall~' wary-this effect is fur-
ther magnified (DePaulo, Le:\-la~', & Epstein, 1991). In
the c.\se of .\ctive deception. then, beh.\,"iors reflecting
ironic processes of mental control seem to .\rise under
conditions suggested bv our .m.uvsis.

Our reason-i~\g suggests that k"eeping a secret is an even
more perplexing t.\sk that cOlud quite regularl~. prompt
ironic preoccup.\tion with thoughts of the secret. L.me
and \\'egner (1994b) have tested this possibility in
several studies. In one experiment, for example, they
arranged for subjects to make statements on se,'eral top-
ics, Some of the statements were to be true, others were
to be f.use. .md ~.et others \\'ere to be true ~'et kept secret
from the experimenter. L.lter. subjects. memor~' for the
topics of these statements was .\ssessed, and it \'.as found
that the secret topics ,vere recalled earlier in sequence
th.m the others. This suggests that the secret topics were
more accessible to consciousness. In another stud,', it was
found that the personal topics a subject rated a's secret
(on a list of .50 possible topics) were also rated b~' that
subject, on .\'"erage, as more likel~. to be chosen for sup-
pression and as more likely' to come to mind intrusivel;.'.
And in a third study, it was found that \vhen subjects
were asked to keep a ,\'ord secret from the experimenter,
their reaction times to naming the color of the word
when it appeared on a computer screen were slowed rel-
ati"e to other words. This, too. can be taken as e\'idence
for the co<7nitive accessibilitv of secrets (cf. \\egner &

,~ .L

Erber, 1992).
These signs of preoccup.ltion '\'ith contrived secrets

sua<7est that some of the secrets people choose to h.lrbor in
e,"~~vdav life mav become especiall~' absorbing to them.
Peol;le ~\"ho elect to keep a close relationship secret, for
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example. \vould be expected to exert frequent mental con-
trol-sllppressing thOllghts of their partner or emotional
responses to their partner \vhenever the~. are in the pres-
ence of those from \vhOln the relationship is secret. The
ironic return of these thoughts and emotions \\.Ollid likel~.
fuel not only obsessive preoccupation \vith the partner.
but perhaps intensified attraction to the partner. too.
"~ner. Lane. and Dimitri (1994) have tound that secrecv
is li~ked to obsession and .\ttraction in just this \va~.. In tw~
sur\.e~"s about past relationships. for example. the~. found
th.\t subjects reported gre.\ter current obsessi,.e preoccu-
pation with old flames when their relationships \\ith those
partners had been secret in some way. Obsessive preoccu-
pation in these cases included reporting continued intru-
sive thoughts about the relationship and continued
attempts to suppress those thoughts.

This remarkable attention to secret relationships was
also observed in a laboratory experiment (""egner. Lane,
& Dimitri, 1994, Study 3). Subjects for this study were
brought to the lab in groups of four. Each subject was
paired with a subject of the opposite sex and \\.as asked to
playa card g.\me in competition with the other pair. All
sat at .\ t.\ble together. and in each group one pair \vas as-
signed (by written instruction) to engage in -nonverbal
communication" with their teet in an attempt to influ-
ence the g.\me. They were directed to keep this activit~.
secret from the other couple. or the~' \vere allo\\'ed to let
it be known. Following the game. all subjects \\.ere asked
indi"idually to report their attraction to their partner.
The couples who played secret footsie reported greater
attraction to each other than did those \vho pla~.ed foot-
sie withOllt secrecv. .md also were more attr.\cted than
couples who didn't play footsie at all.

The mental control we exert in the .1Ct of conce.uing in-
formation frO\n others. in sum. c.m h.\\.e unexpected ef-
fects. We m.\~.. decei\'e others or keep secrets from them in
the hope th.rt \ve will not suffer the social consequences of
this information. but in so doing \ve make ourselves sus-~ .
c:eptible to other consequences th.\t c.m come .It us trom
entirel\. different <.1irec:ti0\1s. .-\t the extreme. the mental
C:0I1troi exercises reqllired in our c()\.er-up cre.lte sllch \.ex-
ina ironic returns th,lt we become tragic:all\. de\.oted to
tlie \.er~. topic we h,ld hoped to wish a\\..1~..

Control of Prejudice

There are times in life \vhen our moral sensibilities le.\d us
to try to gainsa~" our impulsi\"e social judgments. In p.\rtic-
ular. \ve ma~' be motivated to o\"ercome prejudices and so-
cial stereot~'pes in the interest of fairness or accur.\c:~"
(.\llport. 19.54; Weitz, 1972). De\ine (19891 and Fiske
(1989) h.\\"e proposed th.\t controlled cogniti\'e processes
may overtake and correct for the autom.\tic acti\"ation of
ste~eot~'pes in judgment and inference. such that e\"en
\\"hen people h.\\'e knowledge of a stereot~"pe of some
group. the~" m.\~' produce judgments of group members
th.\t ha\"e been adjusted to o\"ercmne this influence. This
kind of mental control is b\" no me.ms eas\". bec.\use it
takes considerable ment.u \\'~rk and can still can go a\\T\"in several ways. '- .

The initial difficulty here is that prejudiced judgments
.1re often accomplished automaticallv, in the sense that the\'
c.ln be unintentional. relativelv effortless, and unconscious
as well. Findings from sever~l experiments indicate that
conditions that interfere with conscious an~ controlled pro-
cessing do not necessarily impede stereot~'pe activation or
application. Dovidio, Evans, and Tyler (1986). for example,
found that priming of the terms black and lL'hite influenced
subjects' choice reaction times in directions consistent with
racial prejudice. Perdue and Gurtman (1990) found that
priming of the terms lJoung and old increased the accessi-
bility of associated traits, even though the primes \vere
speeded and masked so as to occur outside subjects' aware-
ness. It is often found that stereotyping is more likely under
conditions of load-when it could occur automaticallv-
than \vithout load \vhen conscious and effortful thought can
intervene (Pratto & Bargh, 1991; Sko\vronski, Carlston, &
Isham, 1993). Stereotyping does not inevitabl~' occur auto-
matically, ho\vever, as there are judgment situations in
\vhich the relevance of the stereotype is so lo\v that it re-
mains inactive (Gilbert & Hixon, 1991).

Conscious and effortful thinking can undermine auto-
matic stereotyping \vhen it does occur. The idea that the
mental control of prejudice usually takes \vork is consis-
tent with the general observation that intentional influ-
ences on judgment or .belief require attentional resources
(Gilbert, 1991, 1993). To the degree that a person be-
~ieves a stereo.type, but nonetheless desir.es to contr~l its
mfluence on Judgment, mental effort \v1l1 be required.
Even a person who does not believe in a stereot~'pical
characterization of .1 group, however, still is likel~.. to
kno\v of that stereotype as the result of communication
from others (Devine, 1989) and \\'ill thus need to keep
such unreliable or disbelieved kno\vledge from affecting
decisions as well. Accessing various sources of informa-
tion for decision making is not a particularl~' conscious
process e"en with these good intentions. of course, so
scrupulousness about conscious contents ma~' not alw.1~.S
save the da\'.

T\vo different str.1tegies of mental control have been sin-
~Ied out as possible aids to the .1\1)idance of prejudice. The
most ob\ious possibilit~' is the suppression of prejudiced
thoughts (\\"egner, 1989). Effort exerted to\\.ard suppress-
ing stereot~'pical thoughts could conceivabl~' undennine
their use in judgment and inference, such that other bases
of inference would prevail. The alternative to simple sup-
pression is concentration on features of the target of judg-
ment that are unrelated to the target"s group membership.
These indi\iduating characteristics are often the focus of
attention \vhen perceivers are motivated to make impres-
sions that refrain from drawing on group stereot~'pes (Fiske
& Neuberg, 1990). As noted earlier, such a compound or
distraction strategy is likel~' to be more effective in the long
run than simple suppression.

In their studies of the instructed suppression of a
stereot~'pe. ~lacrae, Bodenhausen. ~[ilne. and \"heeler
(in press) ha\'e found that suppression is indeed problem-
~ltic. In one such stud~'. some subjects listening to an au-
diotape for an impression fonnation task were asked to
suppress their stereotypes about the target's social
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such thoughts that may fuel negative behavior toward the
stereot~-ped target.

When mental control has potentiall~' troublesome con-
sequences like these, we can begin to wpnder how \vise it
is to assume that \ve should always meet un\vanted preju-
dices \vith attempts at control. To some degree, these dif-
ficulties mav be a matter of the choice of strategies in
that replaci~g simple suppression \vith more enlighte~ed
procedures could produce more desirable results. Even-
tually, ho\vever, it may be that the main problem that
confronts us is grappling with just ho\v much control it is
good to have. It is possible not only to undercontrol our
lapses in judgment, but to overcontrol them as \vell, \vith
the potential result that \ve fall into paradoxical territory
in \vhich overcontrol becomes undercontrol. Then, no
matter how guilty we may feel about making inaccurate
or unfair social judgments (Devine, Monteith, Zu\verink,
& Elliot, 1991), influencing these judgments may be be-
vond our abilitv (cf. Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). When
~ve use mental ~ontrol to manage the "contamination' of
our judgments by unwanted sources of influence (\Vilson
& Brekke, 1994), we are likely alwavs to find that our ef-
forts amount to a cleanup detail rather than a return to
the pristine ideal of an untainted mental landscape.

CONCLUSIONS

The control of the mind hI] the mind is indeed a curious
business. In this chapter. we have seen multiple \"icissi-
tudes of mental control and the complications that this
abilitv inserts into mental and social life. But would we
h.\\.e it an~' other way? ~[ental control is a capacit~r that
makes us feel most human. most the masters of our own
domains. Bect\Use we can at least sometimes enjo~. the
control of what we think. feel, or belie\"e, we are less
the mirrors of our ps;.'chological environments and more
the perpetrators of them. As it turns out, however, the use
of menttu control is not something children should trv t\t
home" The attempt to direct the ;nind can go as bt\dl~" .\s
societ~'.s attempts to direct itself through go\.ernment. and
we all know how bad that can be.

~[ental control may be needed at e\"er\" turn in our at-
tempts to grapple su~cessfully \vith life. but it can all too
often return not onl~. failure, but the \"er~. worst possible
failures \\.e would hope to avoid. Indeed, it is b~' the ver~'
hope to .\void some states of mind that \ve in\ite them" In
monitoring ho\v \ve're doing in a particular mental pursuit.
we become a\vare of those items that \\'ill ruin that pur-
suit-and they often then come for\vard to do just that.
}v[ental control may contribute to emotional disturbances
from depression to anxiet~". ~[ental control can surface as
\vell as the force that leads us to become obsessed \\ith se-
crets. lies, and indiscretions of the past" ~[ental control
can also backfire when we hope to control our prejudices,
so to contribute to the expression of the \"er;." attitudes \\'e
would hope might never guide our actions. The blessing
\ve appreciate in mental control is mixed with libertu por-
tions of curse, and it is high time \ve studied it more full~"
so as to learn not onl... how we can bend it to our \\ishes,
but aim it to\vard our.l\vell-being"

group, whereas others were asked to suppress distracting
information that was heard on the background of the tape,
and yet others were asked to suppress both. Subjects in
both groups suppressing stereotypes, but not those onl~,
suppressing the distracting information, sho\ved evidence
of effortful mental activity, Their performance on a con-
current probe task was impaired. And, subjects in the
stereotype suppression conditions were less inclined than
those suppressing the distracting information to evaluate
the target in a way consistent with the stereot~'pe. This re-
search also found, however, that the work of suppressing
the stereotype kept subjects frmn attending fully to indi-
viduating information-data irrelevant to the stereot~'pe
that would aid in forming an impression of the target as an
individual. Individuating information normall~' takes time
and effort to acquire (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990), and the
suppression of the stereotype apparently interferes with
this pursuit.

The litany of difficulties accruing in the suppression of
prejudice is hardly complete with this example, however,
as there are yet further obstacles, To suppress a preju-
diced state of mind, as we have described it. is to intro-
duce operating and monitoring processes and their
inevitable potential for the production of ironic thoughts
and actions. This eventualitv has been tested in research
by Wegner, Erber. and Bo~man (1993) on the mental
control of sexism. Subjects for these studies were given
the task of completing sentences that prompted sexist re-
sponses, either under time pressure to induce mental load
or without such pressure. Some subjects \vere instructed
not to be sexist in their completions. whereas others were
given no particular instruction. Ratings were made b~' ob-
servers of the degree of sexism in each sentence comple-
tion, It was found that without the imposition of time
pressure. subjects made fewer sexist responses when the~'
were trying not to be sexist, However, with time pressure
imposed, subjects made more sexist responses when the~'
were tr~'ing not to be sexist than when the~' were not at-
tempting an~' mental control at all. This tendenc~' oc-
curred equall~' for both males and fem.lies. and eq\lall~' .lS
well for subjects whose personal attitudes \vere sexist or
nonsexist, The desire to control sexist responding. at least
under the conditions of diminished cogniti\"e resources
produced b~' time pressure. created the iromc tendenc~'
instead to blurt out sexist remarks.

The suppression of prejudicial thinking can also
prompt the ironic return of such thought after the sup-
pression is discontinued, Macrae. Bodenhausen, ~Iilne,
and Jetten (1994, Experiment 2) asked subjects to sup-
press stereotypical thoughts in imagining the life of a tar-
get person belonging to a stereot~'ped group (a
"skinhead"), and then later gave these subjects the op-
portunity to choose how close to sit to this target. Com-
pared with subjects who were not instructed to suppress,
these subjects created less stereot~'pical imaginings
about the target. However, also as colnpared with these
uninstructed subjects, the stereoty'pe suppressors then
chose to sit at a greater distance from the t~rget, These
researchers replicated this effect in se\'eral formats, sug-
gesting that the suppression of prejudici.ll thoughts ma,,'
at first be successful-but can then prompt a rebound of
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